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1. Introduction 
1.1. Introduction 
In May 2009, the first group of 93 nurse candidates from the Philippines arrived in Japan after 
Japan and the Philippines signed an Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) in September 
2006.
1
 In the previous year, Indonesian health workers arrived through their EPA. The EPAs 
allow the signing countries to send an amount of eligible nurses and caregivers to Japan under 
special provisions of ‘the movement of natural persons’2. Unlike other healthcare or nursing mi-
grants, whose motivations are largely based on push and pull factors
3
, the Philippine nursing 
migrants have become part of a highly constructed system designed to meet very specific goals 
set by administrative branches of the Japanese and the Philippine governments as well as their 
respective health sectors. These goals pertain to the demographic challenges that experts believe 
Japan will face in the future as its population grows increasingly older- and more and more citi-
zens start requiring the services of care-workers
4
. These challenges are not unique to Japan how-
ever, which begets the following question: why work with Japan and its approach? The answer to 
that question, is the Japanese EPA programmes. As will be explained in this project, the EPA 
system for importing nurses is full of inadequacies and problems, such as deskilling of migrant 
nurses and massive economic strains on receiving institutions, that would seemingly warrant its 
reform or disbanding- and yet, it is still being perpetuated in unchanged form by both govern-
ments, despite numerous criticisms of its inability to be cost effective by experts within the 
health sector, care facilities, scholars and of course nurses both Japanese and Filipino. This 
makes the EPA programme an intriguing case because it would seem that such a costly pro-
gramme would not be a good solution for Japan, or for Filipino nurse migrants that use the sys-
tem. The main focus of this project is therefore to investigate whether the EPA programmes are 
actually, in any form, a suitable solution to the shortage of certain kind of professionals. The 
EPA programmes are also worth researching because certain elements of them might help solve 
some very common problems of migrant labour- that is for the employers and migrants involved. 
As a point of departure for analysis and discussions, the project focuses on Filipino nurse mi-
grants rather than Indonesian nurse migrants coming to Japan through the EPA as well. This is 
due to a number of points which differentiate the two groups from one another: First of all, is the 
main motivation for coming to Japan under the EPA programmes. The average age of Filipino 
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nurse candidates is 31.8 years, while that of Indonesians is 26.7 years.
5
 For Philippine nurses as 
well as their Indonesian counterparts, their decision on coming to Japan is often based on an 
overarching problem of supporting one’s family6- and is often based on a family decision. Most 
of the Indonesian nurses are however, as mentioned, younger than their Philippine colleagues, 
they are mostly not married, and many in this group have also stated that they would consider 
settling down with a Japanese husband
7
. They are therefore much more likely to enter the EPA 
programmes for the sake of furthering their career
8
- and may potentially spend much of that ca-
reer in Japan, thereby helping the Japanese attain their goals with the programmes as well. In 
other words, one might almost say that the EPA programmes are more suited to these single In-
donesian nurses than the Filipinos since they have no family of their own, that is a husband and 
children, to support back home, and may therefore potentially decide to settle down in Japan and 
build a family there. If one assumes the above to be the case, the end goals of the two groups are 
therefore quite different. The Indonesians have an emphasis on furthering their skills and exper-
tise in Japan, perhaps ultimately spending much of their professional life on the Japanese care-
work labor market. The Filipinos on the other hand would seem to be much more interested in 
the economic aspects. Another reason why this project focuses on Philippine nurses is the differ-
ences between Japan, Indonesia and the Philippines in the nursing educational system. According 
to the prerequisites for EPA nurse migrants, Indonesians only require minimum 2 years working 
experience, while Filipinos should have at least 3 years working experience.
9
 Also, within the 
different prerequisites of working experience, it is observed that more Filipino nurses have expe-
rience working abroad than Indonesians. For example, 34.8% of Filipino and 7.5% of Indonesian 
nursing candidates have an abroad working experience. Japan and Indonesia have far more simi-
lar nurse education systems
10
, making it much easier for the Indonesian EPA nurses to come to 
Japan. The differences between the systems of Japan and the Philippines on the other hand create 
several problems pertaining to the actual skill levels of the Philippine nurses when they arrive in 
Japan, despite the Philippine nurses generally having the advantage of more foreign work experi-
ence than their Indonesian colleagues. The usage of Filipino nurses alone as a focal point natural-
ly doesn’t answer the project’s main question on its own, but it does serve as a relevant case 
(which one of the authors of this project has already worked with before) in the field of state en-
couraged migration that serves as a starting point for analyzing and discussing the EPA migra-
tion programmes- hopefully shedding some light on this much debated system of migration. 
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1.2. Problem Area 
Due to increasing life expectancy and low fertility rates, many developed countries, such as in 
Europe in particular, are or will be suffering from shortages of labour force. One of the main 
problems of the demographic changes is the lack of care workers who support and care for elder-
ly people. Thus, there are sustaining demands of care workers in many developed countries, and 
some specific countries respond to this by supplying their abundant human capital. This ongoing 
circulation is called the global care chain (GCC) migration. The Philippines in particular have 
been a prime example of a country that exports reproductive labour
11
, a term that refers to the 
labour needed to sustain the productive labour force
12
, providing yet another reason for focusing 
on nurses from that specific country. 
Japan is a country famous for a long life expectancy and low fertility rates. According to Tokyo 
Daigaku Koreishakai Sogo Kenkyu Kiko 2010
13, Japan’s current 21% of elderly in the population 
is predicted to account for 32% of the total population by 2030, and 41% in 2055, while the 
overall population will be diminished to two thirds. Thus, it is expected that there will be an in-
crease in the demand for care-workers to support the elderly. However, regarding the demo-
graphic problems, the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) and the Japanese Nurs-
ing Association (JNA) adopt a different attitude rather than accepting more foreign care workers. 
They try to offset the expected shortage of care workers by diminishing the gap between the de-
mand and supply of nurses through the 5 years mobilization plan, which aims at replacing human 
resources in the health care sector.
14
 However, the gap between the demand for nurses and the 
supply thereof has been widening in every report.
15
 The mobilization plan is only a short or mid-
term solution, and it cannot solve the chronic and increasing shortage of labour. 
Responding to the problem, the Japanese government introduced the Economic Partnership 
Agreements (EPAs) with Indonesia and the Philippines, resulting from the Japanese govern-
ment’s ambitious political economic strategy in Southeast Asia. The EPAs, a mutual strategic 
cooperation between two countries, aims at a broadened cooperation regarding the free move-
ment of people and capitals
16
. As part of the EPAs, Japan decided to accept care workers from 
Indonesia in 2008 and from the Philippines in 2009. In order to fulfill the original purpose of the 
EPA, which strengthens and consolidates the relations between signing countries, the EPA pro-
gramme had to be designed and conducted from a sustainable and long-lasting perspective, thus 
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enabling it to provide Japan with more skilled and registered nurses and give the Philippines a 
chance improve their own base of nurses. 
The current EPA programme is however considered to be a failure in terms of achieving its goals 
mentioned above. Candidates who come to Japan through the EPA programmes are capable of 
working in Japan for three years, and if they want to remain in Japan after that, they must pass 
the National Board Exam (NBE)
17
. However, the previous passing rate for candidates is lower 
than the governments involved expected, and the candidate’s tasks and duties in Japanese care-
work facilities are far below than what candidates expected in terms of the level of skill required. 
Changing the bed sheets and helping with meals are commonly assigned tasks for the candi-
dates
18
. In addition, the lack of economic and other forms of capacity of hospitals to train the 
candidates discourages them to accept additional nurses
19
. All these problems put the whole EPA 
scheme in danger. This not only goes against the Japanese government’s political economic in-
terests in global politics, but it also does not help to solve Japan’s demographic challenge of an 
aging population that results in a lower supply of would-be Japanese nurses. Moreover, it results 
in ‘brain waste’ problems or deskilling by wasting the candidate’s skills. 
 
Japanese immigration law 
To provide some background information on immigration to Japan for work, the following intro-
duces key aspects of the general immigration process for foreign workers, with respect to this 
project’s topic. 
Japanese immigration laws and procedures fall under the authority of the Japanese ministry of 
justice
20
. Matters of immigration are handled by the immigration bureau. The basis for the bu-
reau’s work is the ‘Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act’ and ‘The Alien Registra-
tion Law’ of the Japanese legal framework21, as well as the ‘Basic Plan for Immigration Con-
trol’22. The basic plan describes fundamental philosophies and approaches to immigration in Ja-
pan, as well as analyzing what impact immigrants have on the daily lives of Japanese citizens
23
. 
The most recent version (provisionally translated into English) is from March 2010. It is particu-
larly interesting with regards to this project’s main topic for three reasons: it stresses the im-
portance of the topic of bringing in foreign workers mentioned above, it mentions the changes in 
Japanese demographics that are the basis for the work of the Philippine nursing migrants, and it 
has a special heading dealing with the immigration of nursing migrants into the Japanese care-
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work sector. Nursing migrants from the Philippines (as well as those from Indonesia) are men-
tioned specifically in this short section, exemplifying the increased focus on this project’s topic24. 
The Japanese immigration bureau makes no secret of the fact that there is a great need for the 
migrant’s services (as well with regards to migrants working in other fields)25.  This is important 
due to the EPA programmes’ method of immigration being quite different from the standard pro-
cedure, illustrating the Japanese government’s priorities clearly. This is especially the case when 
dealing with the so-called ‘status of residency’ and the prospects for obtaining a permanent resi-
dence permit for working in Japan. The nursing migrant candidates can obtain a permanent resi-
dence permit by passing the National Board Exam (NBE)
26
, giving them the license they need to 
work in Japan. This is not how the procedure normally works however. 
Chapter 1, article 2-2 (1) of the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act states that ‘A 
foreign national may reside in Japan only under a status of residence… determined by the per-
mission for landing, the permission for acquisition or the permission for any changes thereof, 
except as otherwise provided in the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act or other 
laws’27. If migrants are to achieve permanent residence permits in Japan, they must therefore 
change their ‘status of residence’ from ‘medical worker’ to ‘permanent resident’. One way for 
nursing migrants to do so however, is to pass the NBE exam. Normally, the change of status 
would entail a lengthy application process of which the outcome may not be in the nurses’ favor- 
or in favor of those in the Japanese government and care-work sector who wish to keep the nurs-
es in Japan once they finish their training in the EPA programme. The ‘fast-track’ approach of 
simply having to pass the NBE is therefore quite the deviation from regular practice. The topic of 
attracting foreign workers is becoming increasingly important for the Japanese immigration au-
thorities however. 
Previously the migrants would only be able to work in Japan for a limited time, namely 7 years
28
. 
The basic plan does however mention that this model has been criticized, as the critics deemed it 
counter-productive to limit the stay of foreign nationals with skills that Japan needs so much
29
. 
Considerations were therefore made with regards to extending the period in which the nursing 
migrants can stay in the country, and that resulted in a change in immigration law that now 
makes it possible for the migrants to stay indefinitely as long as they bass the NBE, relieving 
them of the potential problems of having to renegotiate a new contract. 
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As the above illustrates, care-work migration is becoming an increasingly important issue for the 
Japanese government to address. It should be noted though that in this project, this section on 
immigration law in Japan is merely intended to serve as a backdrop for discussing part of the 
structure of the EPA programme, as well as the goals and intentions of the Japanese government. 
It is not an attempt at discussing whether the NBE approach or the standard immigration proce-
dure is the best solution for Japan and/or the migrants. 
 
1.3. Literature Overview and Questions 
Discussions in Japan 
The following is meant to provide a more in-depth summary of the problems addressed in the 
problem area by going into depth with four articles by Japanese scholars also mentioned later in 
the methodology section. 
In contrast to the famous image that Japan is a closed country regarding migration, there have 
been many care-workers coming in from Korea and China
30
. However, as a topic for scholars, 
this has been treated within different historical, cultural and political perspectives rather than the 
subject of migration issues itself. Therefore, the government driven receiving programme of for-
eign care-workers through the EPA’s is an unprecedented case, and it is considered by Japanese 
scholars as a start of opening Japan’s long closed labour market to foreigners31. The Philippine 
nursing migrants might be a ‘test case’ for how Japan intents to deal with migrant workers in the 
future. 
The research trend in Japan has been changing along with the acceptance phases. In the early 
phase, research was conducted in a broader perspective by considering the global care chain 
(GCC) migration with other similar case studies outside of Japan. As a response to the upcoming 
receiving of care-workers through the EPA, initial works were focused on concerns of dual la-
bour market formation and the systemic framing from the political economic view, such as how 
to accept nursing candidates and how to train them. It was problematic at that time because the 
EPA collided with Japanese immigration law, which allowed foreign nurses obtaining the Japa-
nese nursing certificate to work only up to seven years. However as mentioned, in 2010, the Jap-
anese government amended the law and all foreign nurses working in Japan can now expand 
their working contract without any limits. 
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In 2009, the first batch of Filipino candidates arrived. Due to their residence status as ‘candi-
dates’, they must pass the National Board Exam within 3 years if they want to work as a regis-
tered nurse after that period. In 2010, only one Filipino and two Indonesian candidates passed the 
exam. Therefore, the research trend started to move on to socio-cultural approaches questioning 
why their passing rate is so low. One of the outstanding changes in the discussion is that scholars 
began to recognize nurse and care-work candidates as a main research theme, for instance, Oga-
wa and Hirano’s works32 treat hospitals, including patients and Japanese co-workers, and care-
work candidates as a main theme. In particular, they begin to focus on the problems and chal-
lenges faced by care-work facilities and hospitals when they accept foreign nurses. Among the 
most common problems are: the linguistic barrier- which makes the integration of candidates 
into Japanese care-facilities much more difficult, the financial burdens of hospitals having to 
bear the cost of training their assigned candidates, and the overall human costs for both parties 
involved.
33
 
As a means of discussing the current state of research on the topic, several leading scholars pub-
lished the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies no.49(4), addressing mainly foreign care-workers 
in Japan under the EPA programmes. It deals with current issues such as introducing the NBE in 
English, increasing burdens on hospitals to train candidates, and the candidates’ difficulties to 
live and work in Japan. The following section elaborates on the current discussions. 
 
Current findings and Issues 
For understanding the overall problems on this topic, as mentioned before we turned to articles 
by the following four Japanese scholars: Reiko Ogawa,
1
 Shun Ohno,
2
 Wako Asato,
3
 and Yuko O. 
Hirano.
4
 
                                                          
1 Associate professor from the faculty of law at Kyushu University and a specialist in sociology and anthropology, 
currently researching globalization of care-work 
http://hyoka.ofc.kyushu-u.ac.jp/search/details/K002876/english.html 
2
 Visiting professor at Kyoto University with a MA in Philippine studies and a PhD in East Asian and Southeast Asian 
Studies, currently researching transnational motilities of Southeast Asian care-workers and the globalization of 
care 
http://www.cseas.kyoto-u.ac.jp/staff/ohno/ohno_en.html 
3
 GCOE associate professor from Kyoto University specializing in immigration research 
http://www.gcoe-intimacy.jp/staticpages/index.php/asato_en?month=2009-06-01 
4
 Associate professor from Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences, Nagasaki University 
11 
 
Ogawa’s article34 provides an overview of the EPA programmes within a broader perspective by 
adapting global and care migration narratives from leading migration scholars such as Castles 
and Miller, Hochschild, Parrenas, and Yeates - all scholars who are used in this project. Accord-
ing to Ogawa’s classification, there are four features of global care migration: care deficit, com-
moditization of care, the role of supranational organizations in shaping care work, and the rein-
forcing of race and class stratification.
35
 Countries suffering from shrinking birth rates and in-
creasing life expectancy are becoming more dependent on foreign care-workers, and the tradi-
tional care pattern of depending on family members for care has been replaced by care commodi-
tization. These two features are also found in Japan. 
However, Japanese scholars doubt the presence of rest of the factors, namely the role of suprana-
tional organizations and the reinforcing of race and class stratification. In global care migration, 
care workers migrate through the migration industry, such as brokers and migration agents, and 
governments and employers who employ foreign workers rely on such intermediaries for cost 
effective reasons
36
. In Japan, however, there was little need for intermediaries nor room for race 
and class stratification in the medical service sector due to the restrictive Japanese immigration 
law and the government driven programmes respectively. 
This process of accepting care workers from Indonesia and the Philippines resulted from the po-
litical decision of Japan to expand its political economic influence in Southeast Asia. Thus, Japa-
nese scholars agree upon that migrants coming to Japan through EPA are different from the other 
waves of migrants, which move based on supply and demand of the market. This is because the 
sending and receiving governments are highly involved in selecting and dispatching candidates, 
which is also quite different from the common feature of GCC that the voice and the role of the 
sending country are in a powerless position.
37
 
The two governments formed the EPA programme on the basis of the concept of free movement 
of natural persons, and this comes into being only when the natural persons have a valid status 
for working in a receiving country
38
. As part of the programme, Japan and the Philippines agreed 
on introducing training programmes which aims at helping Filipino trainees to obtain a valid 
certificate to work as a registered nurse in Japan. However, in order to do it, there are many in-
terventions from the governments which clash with the nature of GCC migration. Firstly, Japan 
and the Philippines set a minimum wage
39
 for trainees and conditioned Filipino trainees as can-
didates, meaning their changeable status to registered nurses when they pass the exam. Also, the 
12 
 
governments regulate care facilities accepting candidates for providing a proper training oppor-
tunity to candidates.
40
  
Interestingly enough, the state driven programmes are facing a fatal dilemma which is produced 
by the programmes themselves- the low rate of Filipino candidates who passed the exam due to 
the difficulty of learning Japanese, and their deskilling problems caused by menial jobs in work 
places as well as too long Japanese language courses. As a result, the care migration through the 
EPA clashes with the nature of GCC migration. (Asato, Hirano, Ogawa and Ohno)  
This dilemma has become controversial through the media and scholars since the first result of 
the exam was announced, which revealed that only 3 candidates passed the exam. The very low 
passing rate resulted from bipolarization of working and studying hours. The research, conducted 
by Asato, MHLW, and Japan International Corporation of Welfare Services (JICWELS), shows 
that the studying hours per week is widely polarized depending on facilities.
41
 
It is difficult to reduce working hours for study because it is expected for candidates to learn 
practical working knowledge through everyday tasks, which is a premise of the programmes. 
Furthermore, if they do not work full-time, candidates cannot earn enough money to sustain their 
expensive living cost in Japan and send money back home. 
To make matters worse, hospitals and care-work facilities are becoming reluctant to accept addi-
tional candidates due to increasing burdens. The care facilities and hospitals spend approximate-
ly 600,000 yen (approximately 70,000 USD) for the initial cost of commission and training fees 
for the candidates.
42
 This means that care-work candidates under the EPA Programmes are nei-
ther “cheap” nor “flexible” labour.43 Considering all these things, the majority of candidates does 
not pass the exam and return to their home countries when their working visa expires. Hospitals 
and care-work facilities are reluctant to accept more candidates, and actually their capacity to 
take and train them is already overburdened. As a result, the flow is going against its initial pur-
pose of the programmes at the moment. 
The above illustrates that the topic of this project is a system based on a highly complicated web 
of differing interests and goals. The overall question is however, whether this is a good solution 
for Japan- and for the Philippine nurses? Based on this issue and the problems and Dilemmas of 
the situation described above, we have arrived at the following working questions and main re-
search question: 
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Working questions and main research question 
1. How do the Philippine nursing migrants in Japan fit into the concept of GCC? 
2. In what way do the conditions in Japan affect the migrant’s ability to work within the care-
work sector? 
3. Can the EPA programmes be said to be a sustainable and suitable solution for Japan? And for 
the migrants? 
Main research question: Considering the shortage of nursing labour faced by Japan, can the EPA 
programme, in its current form, be said to be a suitable solution for Japan and the Philippine 
nursing migrants employed? 
 
2. Methodology  
2.1. Introducing the methods 
Epistemological and Ontological considerations 
Based on our reading of our empirical sources, we the authors have found them belonging to the 
realist lines of both ontological and epistemological thought. This is primarily due to their em-
ployed methodology, which relies very much on quantitative data. This approach is usually not 
employed by researchers of a more constructivist mindset. Considering that we believe ourselves 
to be continuing the work of our sources, our mindset is therefore also realist in nature. This po-
sition can be further explained by looking at the implications of having a realist point of view. If 
one bases one’s research on realist ontology, then one believes that there is an actual ‘reality’ 
that can be studied and understood through some form of empirical testing. Quantitative data is 
considered to be one of the best tools for conducting said testing. Both of these criteria match up 
quite well with the way the Japanese scholars, such as Ohno and Asato who have conducted their 
researches based on quantitative studies, as well as with our having accepted their premises and 
line of thought by using their data and considering it to be valid. 
  
Three Levels of Analysis: Macro-, Meso- and Micro Analysis 
For a better understanding of the dynamics of migration, we should consider this project in inter-
disciplinary and multi-dimensional ways by including different actors not only at the macro level 
but also at the micro level, such as governments, policy decision makers as well as individual 
14 
 
nurse migrants, hospitals and others involved. Also, we should consider whole economic, social 
and political features in both sending and receiving countries as well as the global migration 
flows. In order to conduct this research, the project adopts three different levels of analysis: mac-
ro-, meso- and micro- level. Macro-structures refer to large-scale institutional factors, such as 
political-economic-cultural structures on the level of origin and receiving countries, and the 
world system. (Castles and Miller 2003:27, Faist 2004: 31) In our project, the macro-structures 
are applied to analyze the purpose of each government, Japan and the Philippines, on promoting 
the EPA, and their socio-political economic background. 
Micro-structures, on the other hand, rather focus on the informal social networks such as indi-
vidual decision-making processes. The project tries to figure out what factors affect Filipinos to 
migrate to Japan through the EPA, and the same questions for hospitals and care facilities in 
terms of accepting them. However, nursing migrants’ and hospitals’ expectations toward each 
other have been changed and challenged by systemic discord, such as financial burdens and slow 
and rigid administrations and legal systems, as well as Japanese immigration law, which can be 
understood through the analysis at the macro level. As a result, both macro- and micro- struc-
tures should be considered together, and levels where the two processes are linked by a number 
of intermediate mechanisms are called as meso-structures.
44
 The meso level’s analysis is some-
times criticized due to its vagueness, however, it is evidently valuable in terms of explaining 
processes of immobility and mobility and the mechanisms involved.
45
 Therefore, even though it 
is difficult to define intermediaries such as migration agencies and brokers in our case because 
the actors are overlapped with the actors at the governmental level, the project tries to grasp how 
the interconnection between individuals and decision makers is made- and by whom it is caused. 
As Castles and Faist indicate (Castles and Miller 2009: 29, Faist 2004: 34), it might be impossi-
ble and unnecessary to demarcate and classify a subject exhaustively by macro-, meso-, and mi-
cro levels because all of them are interlinked in a reciprocal way, and it might also bring an over-
simplification. Nevertheless, analyzing the project at those three levels enables us to discuss our 
case not only at the nation-state level, but also to include individuals into the discussion. 
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2.2. Empirical choices 
In the following we will briefly outline our empirical choices, as well as further explaining part 
of our methodological approach. The section in particular contains an overview of four articles 
by Japanese scholars that serve as much of the basis for the project’s background knowledge, 
analysis, and discussion. Each overview also touches upon the methodology employed by the 
scholars as they conducted the research that their articles are based on. We the authors consider 
ourselves as continuing their work due to the nature of our research question, essentially making 
their methodology part of our own, as we use their data for our own purposes. The goal of this 
project’s research is, unlike that of Japanese scholars, to determine whether the EPA pro-
grammes are a good or ideal solution for Japan as opposed to trying to investigate whether they 
are a sustainable solution such as the Japanese scholars did.   
 
Articles by Japanese scholars 
To gain an understanding of the overall problems surrounding the issue, we turned to articles by 
four Japanese scholars. For a more thorough summary of the problems discussed in each article, 
please turn to the ‘Literature Overview’ section in the problem area in the project where they are 
discussed in the context of the overall literature on the subject. 
All of the articles used are found in vol.49 no.4 of Southeast Asian Studies, a journal published 
by Kyoto University
46
. The reason for this is that this particular recent issue of the journal deals 
exclusively with the topic of foreign nurses in Japan. Many of the articles also focus on the EPA 
programmes. The articles we have chosen either directly deal with the Philippine nursing mi-
grants, or with the Japanese government’s nursing migration programmes under the EPAs with 
the Philippines and Indonesia, making their findings applicable to the situation of the Philippine 
nurses as well. 
Ogawa’s article, ‘Globalization of Care and the Context of Reception of Southeast Asian Care 
Workers in Japan’, provides an overview of the EPA framework for the migration of foreign 
nurses to Japan from both the Philippines and Indonesia, and then proceeds to discuss some of 
the problems surrounding the acceptance of the nursing migrants in Japanese care facilities and 
hospitals, as well as the dilemmas that they and their staff find themselves in when bringing in 
foreign help. The basis for Ogawa’s article is a nation-wide quantitative study using question-
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naires conducted at 53 different care facilities and hospitals in which care-work candidates (not 
‘nurses’ in the Japanese definition) were employed that asked the staff and management about 
their view on employing the first batch of migrants from Indonesia
47
. 19 of the 53 participant 
facilities responded. It should be noted though, that the findings of this study are still applicable 
to the case of the Filipino nurses as well, as they deal with problems and dilemmas faced by this 
group as well. This is due to the Philippine nurses being part of the EPA programmes as well, 
which are organized in the same way once the candidates arrive in Japan. The differences be-
tween the Philippines and Indonesia with regards to this particular issue are only present prior to 
departure in the form of the requirements for acceptance into the EPA programmes. 
The methodology employed and the issues discussed also groups Ogawa’s article in with Ohno’s 
contribution ‘Southeast Asian Nurses and Caregiving Workers Transcending the National 
Boundaries: An Overview of Indonesian and Filipino Workers in Japan and Abroad’, which is 
based on a series of interdisciplinary studies using both quantitative (questionnaires) and qualita-
tive (interviews) methods that Ohno and an international team of researchers (including Philip-
pine and Indonesian scholars) carried out between 2008 and 2011
48
. The article provides a more 
in-depth analysis of the EPAs’ clause on the movement of natural persons, the controversies sur-
rounding the system- in particular the resistance of the JPNB due to concerns of keeping a high 
standard and preventing dual-labour market formation and exploitation, many of the same di-
lemmas addressed in Ogawa’s article- such as the before-mentioned classification of nursing and 
the costs of the system, and finally a discussion of the inadequacies of the EPA system-  specifi-
cally the Japanese government’s apparent neglect of these  and how the system might be changed. 
Wako Asato is one of the scholars who recognized the potential problems and dilemmas posed 
by the EPA in the initial stage. He has been involved in researching labour migration within the 
economic perspective. His previous works cover domestic and care workers from Southeast Asia 
to East Asia. His current research produced the article ‘Nurses from Abroad and the Formation 
of a Dual Labour Market in Japan’, which is based on the Japanese labour market and shows the 
typical counter argument against the EPA programmes concerning the creation of a dual labour 
market. He elaborates on the difficulties of nurses having to work and study at the same time, 
and also argues that the controversial EPA programme is indeed causing concern about dual la-
bour market formation as an actual problem. Like the other Japanese scholars used in this project, 
17 
 
Asato based his research on surveys, using quantitative methods. He also furthermore analyzed 
and compared different legal texts and actual real-world conditions pertaining to those texts
49
. 
Hirano, like Ogawa and Ohno (seqq; Hirano), criticizes using a one-sided perspective to deal 
with Filipino and Indonesian candidates coming to Japan under the EPA. Thus, Hirano suggests 
a cross-sectional and longitudinal framework to analyze the problem for creating a more sustain-
able EPA program. In order to prevent using a one-sided perspective Hirano, using a socio-
economic approach, conducted a quantitative study of Filipino and Indonesian nursing candi-
dates- and also care-worker candidates- by carrying out interviews and surveys. This study ex-
plores the candidates’ motivation to come to Japan through different questions. Therefore, Hira-
no’s work is helpful in demarcating our research theme by dividing Filipino nurse candidates 
from Indonesian nurse candidates and also from care work candidates (even though the project 
discusses problems faced by this group as well). And in addition to that, it offers yet another per-
spective on the topics discussed by Ogawa and Ohno, albeit from a different perspective. 
In the project, both Ogawa and Ohno serve to provide a good overall picture of the situation and 
the potential sociological problems that arise from it. In methodological terms, they therefore 
serve two purposes: the first is to provide expert first-hand knowledge of the subject which 
serves as the basis for the project’s analysis. The second is to provide a starting point for the pro-
ject’s discussion, as both scholars point to numerous problems that need to be addressed. This is 
also the role served by Asato and Hirano, although in this case the perspective is economic, 
providing a framework for the analysis and discussion of the consequences of the EPA pro-
grammes for Japan in the long-term economic perspective. Combined, the four articles make it 
possible to address the deficiencies of the system as whole. Here it is important to note however, 
that we do of course not intend to simply discuss the same issues addressed by the scholars once 
again- no new knowledge would have been gained in that case. The goal is merely to use them as 
a starting point for answering the main research question of this project which, it would seem, 
has yet to be answered. 
 
Literature on GCC and Migration 
These sources provide much of the project’s theoretical basis as they explain the mechanics that 
power GCC (Global Care Chains) and much of the migration from the global south to the global 
north in general. In particular, we have turned our attention to the scholar Stephen Castles, pro-
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fessor at Oxford University, who has carried out extensive research in the field of migration stud-
ies
50
, and Nicola Yeates, professor of social policy at Open University. 
As an introductory guidance, Castles and Miller’s work, The Age of Migration: International 
Population Movements in the Modern World, shows an overall view of global migration. In their 
book, we focus more or less on chapter 2 for the theoretical base and chapter 7. ‘New Migration 
in the Asia-Pacific Region.’ There are several common features in Asia migration, here mainly 
meaning South Asia (the Indian subcontinent), East Asia and South-East Asia
51
, which we can 
apply to our research, but also outstanding differences that we discovered from their study would 
enable our project to better analyze the EPA and care migrants. 
One general feature in terms of migration in Asia is the transition from an emigration country to 
an immigration country after industrialization efforts, corresponding to Industrialization, demo-
graphic structure changes, labour supply decline, and domestic wage level rises. As a result, in-
dustrializing countries tend to go through an initial stage of emigration, followed by a phase of 
both emigration and immigration, and then finally they become countries of immigration.
52
 This 
tendency can be found in the early 20th century in Japan, and later in South Korea and Taiwan. 
Secondly, those countries of immigration take a restrictive attitude toward immigrants. Castles 
and Miller explain their attitudes derive from the experience of guest worker policy in Europe, 
which was conducted until 1973 to sustain the economic growth in Europe after the Second 
World War. 
53
 Under this type of policy, states such Germany and Denmark exercised a great 
deal of control over which workers entered their labor market and country. 
Another feature of global migration is that there is a feminization of migration due to the increas-
ing demand of domestic and care workers
54
, and ‘brain drain’ and ‘brain waste problems’.55 Also, 
there are several things contrasting with the Japanese case, for example, the roles of intervening 
different actors in the EPA. Castles and Miller evaluate the significant role of the migration in-
dustry in Asia, such as that of brokers and migration agents. It is true that governments and em-
ployers rely on such intermediaries due to cost effective reasons when it comes to employing 
foreign workers. 
However, the EPA, the government driven programme, might be different. Also, when consider-
ing the original intention of the EPA aiming at a better relation between Japan and a signed 
country, the voice and the role of the sending country are not in such a powerless position as 
Castles and Miller explains.
56
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Nevertheless, the key reasoning for using Castles’s book is that it serves to help prevent our pro-
ject from making Japan’s case appear too unique and special which often happens when one nar-
rows down the perspective too excessively and sticks exclusively to the micro perspective. By 
showing that the problems faced by Japan in this situation are indeed not unique, we demonstrate 
that other developed states may one day find themselves in the same situation, making this pro-
ject all the more relevant. After all, considering that there are states other than Japan who will 
one day likely have to address these migration issues in the near future, this project’s finding 
may help provide some clues as to whether elements of the EPA programme might be a viable 
solution for said states. This topic is discussed further at the end of the project. 
Yeates’ book Globalizing are Economies and Migrant Workers: Explorations in Global Care 
Chains serves as the basis for our understanding of the GCC concept, which is the key to the 
project’s analysis and discussion. It specifically features a chapter which deals exclusively with 
the migration of nurses. Yeates’ also manages to make the topic fit into a larger context of global 
care however, furthermore adding to the relevance of the project.  
 
Japanese immigration law 
As described in the project’s problem area in the above, our use of Japanese immigration law is 
mainly intended to illustrate how the EPA programmes are quite a deviation from regular prac-
tices in Japan. In particular, the issues pertaining to the ‘residential status’ of the migrants show 
some of the problems and dilemmas that the different parties among the Japanese face in this 
situation. Ogawa’s aforementioned point that changing the status of care-work would have sig-
nificant legal implications is one good example of how the aforementioned problems and dilem-
mas might be resolved. Therefore, the decision to include immigration law in the project should 
mainly be seen as an attempt to create some perspective on the legal issues pertaining to the topic. 
 
The Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement (JPEPA) 
The inclusion of this source is obviously quite self-explanatory as it forms much of the basis for 
the project’s topic. It is in this agreement that we find the provisions on the movement of natural 
persons that allow for the nurses to migrate. But the EPA furthermore also provides hints as to 
why this seemingly costly and ineffective system is perpetuated by the Japanese government. It 
therefore serves a role in the project’s analysis as well as its discussion. 
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2.3. Definitions of terms 
There are some ambiguous terms in this project that might cause misunderstanding, thus, in order 
to prevent this, several terms will be clearly defined as they will be applied in relation to the con-
text of this project. 
 
The Philippines, Philippine, Filipino and Filipina 
Firstly, the main focus of the project is nurses from the Philippines. According to the Oxford 
online dictionary, the Philippines designates the country, and Philippine is used as an adjective 
when describing something related to the Philippines, for instance, the Philippine government or, 
in our case, nurse migrants from that particular country. Filipino or Filipina is also used as adjec-
tive like Philippine, but as a noun, they signify a native or inhabitant of the Philippines, or a per-
son of Filipino descent.
57
 Filipino is used when expressing both male and female, on the other 
hand, Filipina is only used for female. Although most of the nurses and domestic workers from 
the Philippines are female, according to Hirano’s work58, there is still a small number of male 
nurses coming to Japan through the EPA. Therefore, here we refer to all the nurses in the Filipi-
no plural regardless of their gender in situations where ‘Philippine’ would be out of place con-
textually or grammatically. 
 
Migrants, Nurses, Care-workers and Candidates 
Many people leave their home country and come back regularly or irregularly, and some of them 
keep moving around the world. Terms such as ‘immigrants’ or ‘emigrants’ would more likely be 
used for a case of permanent staying or leaving. We use the terms immigrant or emigrant when 
we specially designate their entry or exit. Otherwise, we call the Filipino candidates ‘migrants’. 
Filipino migrants coming to Japan through the EPA are divided into two sub groups. The first 
group consists of nurses and the other of care-workers (or care-givers). Even though our major 
focus is nurse migrants, we sometimes include care-workers when the project describes the con-
cept of ‘care chain’ or ‘care migration’ in a broad perspective, or when it is addressing a particu-
lar problem or dilemma faced by both groups. 
Lastly, there is one ambiguous word, ‘candidate’, literally and metaphorically. All the nurses and 
care-workers coming to Japan through the EPA are called candidates. Regardless of their previ-
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ous experiences and the certificate they obtained in their home country, they are treated as candi-
dates, meaning would-be registered nurses when they pass the National Board Exam, or would-
be care-workers when they finish their training programmes. 
To sum up, the terms nurse migrants, nurse candidates, Filipino candidates and nurses or care 
migrants in a broader term, indicate Filipino nurses coming to Japan through the EPA pro-
grammes. 
 
The exam, hospitals, and care-facilities 
The national nursing board exam (看護師国家試験-Kaigosi Kotka Shiken) is a written Japanese 
test assessing an individual’s ability to understand important information regarding working as a 
nurse in Japanese hospitals, it is designed and administered by the Ministry of Health, Labour 
and Welfare. 
There are ‘care-facilities’ which includes hospitals as well as nursing homes, to which most of 
the care-worker candidates are assigned to work. Both hospitals and care-facilities in this project 
specifically mean facilities specially approved by the Japanese government according to Annex8 
of the JPEPA. The Japanese government delegates authority to Japan International Corporation 
of Welfare Services (JICWELS) in examining care-facilities which hope to accept foreign nurses 
under the EPA and approving proper care facilities. According to the subparagraph 1 (a) of Sec-
tion 6 Part of Annext 8 of JPEPA, hospitals are limited to those hospitals established by a public 
or private organization such as an incorporated medical institution and patients should be cov-
ered by medical care insurance. The first batch of Filipino candidates were mostly dispatched to 
private hospitals (95.7%).  All of the second batch is dispatched in private hospitals. (100%)
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3. Theoretical Approach 
3.1. Global Care Chain (GCC) Migration 
As the world has been becoming increasingly interconnected,, the globalization of the market 
economy has expanded the politics of care-workers into an international arena
60
. To analyze the 
relation between globalization, care and migration, the project uses the concept of the global care 
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chain (GCC), which has been developed from the concepts of ‘ the global commodity chain’ and 
world system analysis. This chapter deals with the chronological development of the concept of 
GCC briefly and in the last part, it elaborates on Nicola Yeates’ study of GCC, and examines in 
which way those theories can be applied to the case of Filipino nursing migrants in Japan. 
The international division of labour has been deepened due to the ongoing inequalities in power 
and wealth between richer and relatively poorer countries by moving and relocating resources.
61
 
The global commodity chain tries to map the global mechanisms of unequal exchange of re-
sources by explaining how firms gather recourses and transform them into commodities, and 
distribute them to consumers (territoriality), which in general flows from semi- and peripherial 
areas to core-states.
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Hochschild first used the term ‘global care chain’ by applying the concept of ‘care’ into the 
global commodity chain, although the concept of ‘care’ is quite limited to being the one that do-
mestic workers offer as care for other people. There are three elements for the analysis of the 
global commodity chain, which are applicable to the global care chain as well: the structure of 
inputs and outputs, territoriality and the structure of governance.
63
 The global commodity chains 
vividly bring out the point of unequal division of surplus among the core, semi-periphery and 
periphery through the transnational basis of capital accumulation. 
However, it is not clear how one defines the main input and output mechanism of the global care 
chains because the main input of care, such as household or informal providing sources, has been 
rarely considered by the commodity chains.
64
 Regarding this problem, Dunaway suggests “a 
commodity chain investment should not focus solely on the material aspects of the commodity 
itself…that commodity chain analysis should be about the agenda of documenting the exploita-
tion of semiproletarianized households.”65  Dunaway solves the problem to clarify the input 
mechanism of care chain by mentioning the movement of households. Dunaway’s explanation 
can be understood in the same vein of Hochschild’s concept of reproductive labor. Reproductive 
labour refers to a situation in which migrant women create jobs for the others by leaving home 
and working for other families. For example, a mother with children cannot be productive labor 
due to her responsibility to take care of her children. She can be productive labour by hiring 
someone to look after her children on the behalf of her. This ‘someone’ coming from an econom-
ically poorer country/region than her might have children at home. Then, this ‘someone’ will hire 
or ask ‘the other person’ to take care her children. This mechanism is the so-called ‘care chain’ 
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and it can come into existing by the reproductive labour. The reproductive labour migrates usual-
ly from periphery to semi-periphery, and from semi-periphery to core countries. By including the 
concept of reproductive labour, Dunaway successfully makes a room for further development of 
the theory of GCCs. 
The significant contribution of Hochschild regarding developing the global commodity chains is 
including ‘care’ in the discussion. However, her definition of care only indicates the transnation-
al nanny trade
66
. Yeates expands the concept of ‘care’ to other groups of migrant care workers 
through categorizing them by different levels of skills and occupational hierarchies, various 
types of care (health, education as well as social care services), their marriage status and etc.
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Yeates’ broadened definition of ‘care’ workers allows the project to narrow down and provide 
some understanding of the multiplicity of dimension of care-workers - the Filipino nursing mi-
grants in Japan- through analyzing their individual and collective features, such as marriage sta-
tus, educational backgrounds and personal motivations. 
Besides, we use three elements of the GCCs, namely the structure of inputs and outputs, territori-
ality and the structure of governance at the macro-, meso- and micro- levels. In the case of the 
Philippines, the mechanism of inputs and outputs is intertwined with the structure of governance. 
This is firstly because the Philippines was famous for its state-led emigration policy which start-
ed in early 1970s, and the EPA is also a government-driven programme. Also, the structure of 
inputs and outputs such as individual’s motivation to go to Japan instead of other countries, and 
the application and selective process will be illustrated with push-pull factors. The territoriality 
in the analytical framework of global commodity chains might be difficult to directly apply to 
GCCs because the commodity chains do not give any details of how commodities are consumed 
and what effects come after being consumed because many care workers keep moving after they 
are ‘consumed’ once and ‘re-consumed’. Here we should address again the features of ‘care’-
workers such as reproductive and emotional labour, which are differential to commodities or 
productive labour. In the case of Japan therefore, we transform the concept of territoriality as a 
way to measure the nursing migrant’s spatial-mobility. For example, whether or not the nursing 
candidates can choose their working facilities before applying for the EPA programmes, and they 
can change their working place during the contract. 
The Filipino migrants in Japan under the EPA decided to come to Japan, based on their individu-
al decision. However, it is difficult to say whether the decision was made purely by themselves- 
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or maybe we can ask what the “individual” decision is. There are stories of previous batches of 
candidates in local newspapers, recommendation of their families, expectations of learning about 
advanced technologies, and adventures- all can be imagined as their personal motivations. Also, 
unemployment and low salaries of a large number of nurses unbalanced to the labour market in 
the Philippines would be direct and indirect reasons behind their decision. 
Therefore, it is impossible to simply summarize their motivations on the EPA’s structural level. 
It requires a multi-dimensional analysis and the three levels of analysis (macro-, meso, and mi-
cro-) to shed light on our project. 
Thomas Faist demarcates migration study in three periodizations and conceptualizes internation-
al migration. The initial generation of researchers emphasized the push-pull nature of migration 
according to emigration and immigration regions. Pull factors such as demographic transition in 
the age of industrialization were studied with push factors in the context of development. This 
was developed by World-system analysis that stylized the central-periphery model of migration. 
The second generation focused on the structural dependence between core and periphery areas 
within the politico-economic hierarchy of the world economy. Not only goods and information, 
but also labour migration, contribute to form the linkage between core states and (semi-) 
peripherial areas, and it ultimately deepens the South-North division. The last and latest genera-
tion complements the earlier discussions by including interactions and linkages of institutions 
and migrants. The concept of transnational social space aims at interlinks between migration 
states
68
 rather focusing on a state or an individual itself.
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In spite of criticisms of push-pull theories and World-system analysis, it is obvious that the three 
paradigms are interlinked. The following sections elaborate each theory and examine how it is 
applicable to the project. 
 
3.2. Push-Pull theories  
In the initial phase of migration research, scholars used to analyze the causal relationship of peo-
ple’s movement through neo-classical economics to answer the question: ‘why do people mi-
grate?’ Structural individualists who expanded the neo-classical economic theory into the migra-
tion discussion believed that ‘the great differences in unemployment and wages between two 
countries, the higher opportunities for exit from the emigration and entry in the immigration 
country’ enable potential migrants to move.70 The neo-classical economic perspective considered 
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migration as a combined result of individual’s rational choice to be better-off and a certain mar-
ket’s needs of labour force. To put it simply, it is a junction of needs and demands based on eco-
nomic context, usually between in poorer countries and richer countries. Those different needs 
and demands, in other words, are often known as push-pull factors
71
. 
Push-pull theory based on neo-classical economics has been criticized because the neo-classical 
economic theory is only capable of explaining a certain type of migration. It does not explain 
why a certain group of people prefers to move to one country rather than another. Also, too much 
stress on economic reasons neglects other socio-economic characteristics such as household pat-
terns and social relations among its members as well as individual characteristics, such as age, 
marriage status, education, and occupation.
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In spite of the criticisms, our project uses push-pull theories- but in an expanded way. As men-
tioned above, push-pull theories based on the Neo-classical economics failed to include other 
factors. In other words, if we expand push-pull theories by including such socio-economic and 
individual characteristics of migration into our discussion, it would enable us to deal with the 
prospect of the whole flow at macro- and micro level. Most of all, the case of nursing migrants in 
Japan is not a purely market-driven case. On the macro-level, there are pull factors such as gov-
ernment strategies and the purposes of the EPA. Conversely, encouragement of sending countries, 
here the Philippines, also can be regarded as push factors. Individual candidate’s motivations on 
applying for the programme should be dealt with on the micro level, but not simply by narrating 
conventional reasons. As Yeates indicates, as pull factors, the individual decision or the rational 
choice might be a result of a family decision. Also, not all migrants move only for economic 
reasons. Some of them want to move for travel, adventure and a better climate conditions.
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Those individual reasons will be analyzed with the survey conducted by Hirano, Ogawa, and 
Ohno. 
 
4. Analysis: Global Care Chain Migration and the Case of Japan 
4.1. How do the Philippine nursing migrants in Japan fit into the concept of GCC? 
This work question addresses how one might view the Philippine nursing migrant’s situation 
with regards to the overall field of GCC. This section also slightly touches upon how the unique 
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EPA migration programmes fit into state-encouraged migration in general.  Let us begin by look-
ing at the three characteristics of care-work that are associated with GCC. As mentioned in the 
theoretical section, the case of Japan’s EPA programmes is a rather unusual one because it 
changes the way in which the care migration takes place significantly. To put it within the pro-
ject’s theoretical framework, the EPA programmes link two of the three GCC characteristics 
together- namely the inputs and outputs, and the structure of governance. This linkage happens 
on two ends: first off is in the Philippines, where its state led migration policies of encouraging 
Filipinos  to work abroad and send home remittances has been an integral part of the Philippine 
economy. This as such however, does not make the Philippines an unusual case- this particular 
country is simply one of the most prominent senders of care-workers. What makes the case of 
the EPA programmes unusual is that the linkage also occurs on the receiving end in Japan as 
well. Normally, a country on the receiving end of the GCC would simply leave a migrant’s 
choice of destination up to the market. This is normally governed by push-pull factors. The Phil-
ippines, being relatively underdeveloped, certainly has the push-factors that would incite the 
Philippine nurses to migrate. Japan, on the other hand, is attempting to create an unusually strong 
pull factor in the form of the EPA programmes. The commoditization of care-work coupled with 
the North-South divide in relative wealth would normally dictate where the care-work stems 
from- and where it goes. The transition from an emigration country to an immigration country is 
another important factor here. As Castles mentions, the migration flow normally goes from a 
relatively underdeveloped (in the economic sense) country of emigration- such as the Philippines, 
to one that is highly industrialized and has become a society of immigration- Japan, as is the case 
here. The Philippines sending its citizens to work abroad fits perfectly well into this model, given 
the poverty of the country and its citizens-in other words, push factors. Likewise, for Japan to be 
a receiver is by no means unusual either. The EPA is simply an example of the second character-
istic of GCC’s, territoriality, in that the services of the Philippine nurses have been commodi-
tized and are ‘sold’ by the Philippines to be ‘consumed’ by Japan. But for Japan to set up a situa-
tion as unusual as that of the EPA programmes however, is most exceptional. It is namely the 
way in which the migration takes place that makes it interesting. There are many elements of the 
EPA programmes which make it so, but here are some of the most important features: first off, 
one must not ignore the past history of Japan with regards to the subject of migration. Japan, and 
in particular its labour market, has never been known for being easy for migrants to enter
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, 
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which is a deviation from how a country with pull factors normally operates. Previously, Japan 
also had an industrialized society (as it does now) that migrants might have found attractive, but 
it also had very strict regulations on immigration laws, thus deviating from the pull factor norm 
that countries with pull factors are open immigration societies, such as Canada, the UK or the 
U.S.- countries which, incidentally, are very popular with Philippine migrants
75
. Typically, a 
‘guest-worker’ arrangement with a strict time limit on the period of stay would be the setting for 
migrating to Japan. Gaining a permanent residence permit however, was often very difficult. And 
this is the first element that makes the EPA programmes unusual: the system of granting perma-
nent residence to foreign nationals simply by having them prove their professional skill in an 
exam. It essentially constitutes a complete ‘u-turn’ with regards to the Japanese government’s 
stance on labour migration. The 2010 amendment of immigration law in Japan is the most con-
crete example of this. As mentioned previously in the project, the nurses were originally limited 
to working in Japan for a limited time, 7 years to be specific. This essentially meant there was 
little difference between them and other migrant workers in Japan. The 2010 amendment howev-
er, changed this radically. Not only are the EPA nurses now allowed to enter the Japanese labour 
market with the support of the local government, they can also stay indefinitely and gain a solid 
foothold on it, eventually perhaps even advancing to leading positions at their workplace, such as 
a small number of nurses have already done in the early stages. To say that this is a radical 
change is therefore not simply an exaggeration. Such a system of migration is, if not largely un-
precedented, extremely unusual. One parallel could be Irish nurses migrating to the UK during 
the years immediately after the Second World War. The key difference here however, is that the 
Irish nurses were always meant to leave once the immediate need for their services was no longer 
present. This of course is first and foremost because of another key difference, namely that the 
UK was not facing a troubling change in demography (quite the contrary, given the so-called 
‘baby-boom’) like Japan is now. Such a problem requires long-term planning- the situation the 
UK was facing was of a much more immediate nature, making a short-term solution possible. 
Aside from these factors though, the example is otherwise a good match. The three GCC charac-
teristics and the typical direction of the migration flow were certainly present: The Irish nurses 
left home and thus created new care-work for other women in their place, in other words, they 
sold themselves as reproductive labor forces for the British while they produced new positions of 
care labour back home. The British NHS (National Health Service) had the support of the British 
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government for the plan. The nurses had commoditized their care work for the British to buy. 
Finally, the migration flow’s direction was from that of a society highly affected by emigration, 
push factors, (like that of Irish travelling to the U.S.) towards one of ever increasing immigration 
(especially from Britain’s former colonies), pull factors in other words.  
Another interesting thing about the example above is how the Philippine nurses seem to have 
much in common with their Irish WW2 counterparts and other migrant nurses when it comes to 
their motivations for migrating. In this particular regard they do not deviate from the norm con-
siderably. The desire to earn better wages, the chance to give their family back home a better life, 
an opportunity to further their career and skills… All of these are commonly stated by other mi-
grants. The same goes for their end goals- more than often it seems these migrants have a desire 
to one day return to their family in their home-country and stay there. In other words, while they 
plan to migrate, they do not necessarily plan to immigrate/emigrate for good. This means that 
while the nurses and many Japanese care-work professionals and experts argued that the nurses 
be allowed to work in Japan for more than the previous 7 year limit, this does not necessarily 
entail that the nurses intend to stay in Japan for the rest of their careers, let alone their lives. In 
other words, this factor coupled with the high cost of the EPA-programmes essentially means 
that Japan is taking somewhat of a gamble. This is the second element that makes the EPA pro-
grammes and their nurses in Japan such a unique case that stands out- many other industrialized 
countries find themselves facing the same demographic problems as Japan, Denmark being one 
example. These countries however, at least for now, are not willing to run the risks of the EPA 
programme’s cost vs. the potential benefits it seems. It is therefore, given the current financial 
crisis in particular, unlikely that the EPA programme’s model will become a mainstay of GCC 
migration anytime soon. The potential for large economic loss is simply too high. While it is true 
that the Philippine nursing migrant’s salary in Japan is relatively low, the sheer cost of providing 
them with training, language lessons, food, lodging, etc. mean that a large number of them will,  
by some means, need to be convinced to stay in Japan. Otherwise, the costs coupled with the 
‘brain drain’ faced by the nurses could potentially make the EPA programmes a costly mistake- 
for all parties involved. 
Let us return to the more overall field of GCC. One of the most important aspects of GCC migra-
tion in the case of the Philippine nurses is the way in which the feminization of care-work is en-
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twined with the handing down of care-work duties, from one woman to another- the first element 
of GCCs. The family structure of Philippine families is traditionally highly matrilineal
76
. This 
means that a Philippine nurse mother migrating to Japan will most likely be leaving her children 
behind with her own mother. While this certainly is an interesting topic all in its own right, it 
does not fit directly into the project’s focus. So why bring it up, one might ask? The answer lies 
in the motivations of the nursing migrants. Considering that the vast majority of the Philippine 
nurses are female, married, and have children, The Filipinos seem to have a greater focus on the 
economic prospects to be gained from the EPA programmes, with the furthering of their skills 
and expertise being intended for use at home in the Philippines someday. The reasoning for this 
is their families waiting for them back home. The Philippine nurses seemingly want to return to 
their ‘natural place’ in the family. This may also be influenced by Philippine societal norms- men 
who migrate in the Philippines are largely viewed as heroes by the population and have such an 
ethos built around them by the government
77
. This is not necessarily the case with women who 
migrate, however. They are largely viewed as irresponsible mothers to their children due to the 
matriarchal family system
78
, perhaps giving them yet another reason to return home quickly once 
they find it to be possible. In other words, Philippine conditions not only drive the nursing mi-
grants to migrate to Japan, but also serve as a deciding factor for how they plan their career in the 
country. This particular issue is an example of a more socially influenced type of push-pull fac-
tors. It is another way in which the Philippine nurses fit into the project’s theoretical framework 
very well, the reason having to do with Castles’ idea of a transition from an emigration society to 
one of immigration. 
The above paragraph namely brings another key aspect of GCCs into play- the relationship be-
tween core, semi-periphery and periphery countries. This is linked to the third characteristic of 
GCCs, territoriality, which is as mentioned the process in which care-work is commoditized and 
sold on the open market. When viewed together with Castles’ transitional hypothesis of migra-
tion, it would seem at first that Japan is simply using its position as a regional core state to take 
advantage of the peripheral Philippines. After all, the Philippines has seemingly found itself in a 
position where encouraging the commoditizing of its citizen’s care-work seemed like the best 
economic strategy. The same can be said regarding other professions, such as Philippine male 
construction workers
79
 or sailors. This scenario would then have Japan, as an industrialized core 
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society of increasing immigration, take advantage of the peripheral emigration society of the 
Philippines. The thing that makes this scenario a poor explanation however, is the EPA pro-
grammes. The motive in the scenario above does not match with the structures and system of the 
EPA programmes. If the Japanese government simply wanted to exploit the Philippine nurses, 
this is not a particularly efficient way of doing so. The long-term costs involved coupled with the 
unsure payoff would simply make it counterproductive. If the Japanese were indeed trying to 
exploit the Filipinos, they would simply place much more of the costs on them or their govern-
ment, and they would most certainly not give the nurses (however difficult it may currently be to 
achieve) the chance to attain a permanent residence and working permit. The governmental part 
played in the GCC this project investigates is therefore anything but ordinary. In particular, it 
seems to suggest that the Japanese government and care-work sector have goals that are very 
different from those of other state-actors who engage in migrant worker schemes. Another thing 
that seems to suggest this is the available alternatives to Philippine and Indonesian EPA nurses. 
Chinese nurses for instance, would already likely know many of the Japanese kanji characters 
used in care-work, considering that kanji are actually Chinese hanzi characters used in written 
Japanese as well. This would make language training much less problematic for both parties. The 
same would be the case with Korean nurses, who could have taken Japanese-lessons in school. 
There is therefore some other type of mindset driving the EPA programmes. Just what this might 
be, and how it relates to the overall applicability of the EPA programmes as a solution for Japan 
and the Philippine nurses, will be discussed in the project’s discussion later on.      
 
4.2 the EPA process 
In what way do the conditions in Japan affect the migrant’s ability to work within the care-
work sector? 
A fundamental aim of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) is to encourage a free move-
ment not only of products but also of people between the signing countries. Thus, it includes a 
provision of a free movement of certain professionals, such as special engineers, nurses and care-
givers
80
. In the case of Japan, in order to achieve smooth and free movement of care-workers, the 
EPA specifies responsibilities of each government. For instance, each government should sup-
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port candidates in obtaining a proper certificate in order to work in Japan as a registered nurse or 
a care-giver. 
In the JPEPA (Japan-the Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement), a Memorandum Of Un-
derstanding (MOU) clarifies responsibilities of two organizations named POEA and JICWELS 
respectively designated by both governments as key actors to accept Filipino nurse candidates 
into Japan. 
The EPA designed a programme (Figure 1), which offers one year of language courses (the first 
half year in the Philippines, and the rest in Japan), and three years practical training in a Japanese 
care-work facility. During their training period, candidates must pass the National Board Exam 
(NBE), if they want to remain in Japan and work as a registered nurse. 
Figure 1. Process of Acceptance of Filipino nurses into Japan 
 
The EPA should not be understood as a just bilateral contract between two countries at the struc-
tural level. As we have focused on the multi-dimensional effects of the Filipino nurse migrants in 
Japan regarding the GCC and push-pull factors, this chapter explores the EPA from its birth and 
examines the roles of government institutions working as official intermediaries for the EPA in 
Applying 
• Application (Online Registration) 
• Pre-recruitment briefing 
Matching 
• Matching candidates to facilities 
• Aptitude Test/Interviews 
Accepting 
• Pre-departure Japanese course 
• Orientation seminar 
Entry into 
Japan 
 
• 6 months long Japanese course in Japan 
Dispating 
• Work and study at a hospital 
• Take the National Board Exam 
Pass/Fail 
• Pass: be able to work as a registered nurse 
• Fail: return to the Philippines 
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order to grasp in what way the conditions of the EPA affect the migrant’s ability to work in Ja-
pan. In addition, it is important to understand the ‘territoriality’ of candidates, which shows itself 
as an immobility due to the contract that binds them into an employment with a specific hospital 
which they cannot easily change, as well as the characteristics of the two governmental organiza-
tions, which are ambiguous in terms of distinguishing them from other intermediaries in the mi-
gratory processes. 
The key focus here is to analyze the EPA on the macro- and meso- level. On the macro level, it 
deals with establishing backgrounds and intentions of each government as visible and direct 
push-pull factors. Furthermore, the project examines two key government actors, namely the 
Philippine Oversea Employment Administration (POEA) and Japan International Corporation of 
Welfare Services (JICWELS), but mostly with a focus on JICWELS. It also covers the process 
of acceptance of Filipino candidates from recruitment to deployment within the commodity chain 
frame. 
It might be controversial to consider two government organizations as meso-level actors because 
meso-level analysis is regarded as a supplementary way to fill the gap between the macro level 
(the government) and micro level (individual) analysis. 
There are however no other intermediaries involved in the EPA candidates’ migratory process 
because it is impossible to apply for the programme except through the two official organizations. 
This means, in other words, that the two organizations cover all the migratory processes- even 
including after the dispatching to hospitals. In spite of their identities as government organiza-
tions the POEA and JICWELS, therefore, can be analyzed on the meso-level, when considering 
how meso-level analysis focuses more on the content of the relationship rather than on the con-
tent itself.
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Besides, meso approaches enable us to analyze their ‘territoriality’ by measuring candidates’ 
mobility and immobility through the application to and selective process of the programme. 
From this analytical approach, we begin with an overall structural establishment and each gov-
ernment’s interests on the macro level. 
 
Context of the JPEPA 
Considering the expanding power of emerging countries by contrast with the relatively declining 
economy in Japan, the Japanese government plans to revive its stagnating economy through 
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deepening economic relationships with Asian and emerging countries.
82
 However, when consid-
ering the relatively little advantages of tariff rates among the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
members due to the Most-Favored-Nation treatment (MFN), introducing a Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA) or EPA in order to make favorable conditions for trade may be seen as away to gain 
better opportunities than those offered by the WTO system. As part of its plan, Japan expands the 
negotiable areas by including a free movement of natural persons, which would be an attractive 
condition for Asian countries.
 83
 As a result, by including deregulation of investment rules, and 
enhancements of the movement of workers and other persons in the EPA, Japan tries to expand 
its influence and build a favorable condition for trade in Asia. 
With this purpose, Japan has signed FTAs and EPAs with more than six economies and the 
ASEAN in Asia. On the other hand, for the Philippines it is their first bilateral free trade agree-
ment in 50 years. Among important the provisions in the JPEPA, the Philippines expects
84
 to 
boost remittances of Filipino overseas contract workers (FOCWs) through the provision of ‘On 
Movement of Filipino Professionals’.(PB 2007: 13. 3.14) Also, through the market access in 
services, it is expected that exchange of technology and cooperation could facilitate improve-
ments in the competitiveness of Filipino workers. (PB 2007: 13. 3.15)  
In September 2006, Japan and the Philippines signed the Japan-Philippines Economic Partner-
ship Agreement (JPEPA), but it was not in effect in the Philippines due to opposition from 
NGOs and other organizations. One of the major arguments against the EPA was the perceived 
unfair conditions for Filipino care-givers. Ellene Sana, executive director of the Center for Mi-
grant Advocacy, indicates the salary (approximately 1,525USD a month) in Japan is low when 
considering the expensive living costs in the country. Sana criticizes the conditions in Japan as 
being worse than in other countries, such as Taiwan, Canada and Israel
85
. The other countries 
require a high school diploma and some form of training on care-giving, while Japan’s pre-
requisites such as college degree are too high for care-giving work. Furthermore, a pre-work Jap-
anese course for 6 months is deemed unreasonable – in the case of care-work candidates, com-
pared to hired workers in other countries who start their jobs immediately, the EPA candidates 
have to undergo a lengthy process before they can do so.
86
 Also, policy makers agreed with the 
idea that the income for these migrant nurses is not sufficient.
87
 That is why it took approximate-
ly two years to ratify the JPEPA in 2008, although it was not changed significantly from the orig-
inal scheme. 
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Before the JPEPA, it was impossible for Filipino nurses to work in a Japanese hospital without 
passing the National Board Exam in Japanese. It could be considered pointless for Filipino nurs-
es to learn Japanese, which is a highly time-consuming work, in order to work in Japan, when 
there are much more attractive alternate choices, such English-speaking countries like the UK or 
Canada. Even after learning Japanese for several years and passing the exam, foreigners were 
only allowed to work only up to 7 years due to the immigration law at time. However, since the 
JPEPA entered into effect and the immigration law dropped the working limitation for foreign 
nurses, the systemic change has opened a space for Filipino nurses to consider Japan as a desti-
nation country. Although the salary and status-‘candidates’- are criticized in the Philippines, the 
EPA programme seemed to be realistic and achievable for Filipino nurses at the initial phase. 
This background for establishing the EPA and the purposes of each government suggests that the 
EPA nurse candidate programmes should be understood in a broader perspective rather than 
government-government agreements on migration. 
 
The Process of Acceptance of Filipino Nursing candidates 
Studies regarding EPA nursing candidates have presented diagrams showing the process of ac-
ceptance of EPA candidates. Many of them neglect the process in the Philippines and often start 
the diagram with the point of the candidates’ entry. However, since 2012, candidates who do not 
have enough knowledge of Japanese should take a 6 month long pre-work language-course in the 
Philippines before their departure
88
. Due to this, we think the process should be considered from 
its beginning- the application step, and it is therefore necessary to include the meso-level analy-
sis, regarding the relationship between the candidates and the programme. 
JPEPA only recognizes two organizations, the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration 
(POEA) and Japan International Corporation of Welfare Services (JICWELS), as official and 
legal organizations to recruit, select, and train candidates and dispatch them to Japanese hospi-
tals
89
. The MOU clearly divides each organization’s roles and clarifies the process of deploying 
Filipino candidates by stating that: “the POEA is responsible for the recruitment, selection and 
deployment of Filipino candidates’ and ‘the JICWELS is responsible for screening and checking 
of qualification of employers and supports the acceptance of persons who are deployed by the 
deploying agency.”90 
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This statement apparently indicates that the whole process is intended as a means of counteract-
ing certain problems that occur when one relies on the normal migration industry method of em-
ploying migrant labour. In GCC terms, this entails that the two governments want to have a 
greater deal of control over the way in which the care work of the candidates is commoditized- in 
short, they want control over the territoriality aspect of GCC migration. The two governments 
would each have their own reasons for doing this. In the case of the Philippines, this may be re-
lated to a desire to offer better protection against the dangers and problems of migrant labour to 
its citizens- protection the Philippines normally have difficulty providing
91
. Japan, on the other 
hand, would likely want to avoid that dangerous of dual labour market formation as explained by 
Asato in his article. Furthermore, this system also allows the Japanese to exercise a greater deal 
of control over the skill level of nurses they employ. 
Therefore, the whole process is divided by two- one is the recruitment, selection and deployment 
process, which is mostly done in the Philippines, and the other is after candidates enter into Ja-
pan.  
 
1) Recruitment and Selection Process 
There is no source on how Filipino candidates found the programme, but it seems they found and 
gained relevant information through newspapers, TV, and web-sites, when considering their 
counterpart- the Indonesians’ case which operates under the same system of EPA processes92. In 
theoretical terms, this could be called a micro-level process, that is a communal or familial pro-
cess of dissipating information about potential employment prospects. In other words, the whole 
EPA migration process begins at a very local, micro- level, and then later on proceeds to the 
meso-level framework constructed by the Japanese and Phillipine governments. At this level, 
socio-economic goals are what drive the process forward- that is, the goals of the would-be can-
didates. In order to apply for the programme, Filipino candidates must pass the Philippine Licen-
sure Examination for Nurse as pre-requisites and have at least 3 years working experience as a 
nurse.
93
 Once they fill in the application form and submit it to the POEA, then the POEA sends 
lists of applicants to the JICWELS after examining their eligibility according to MOU.
94
 During 
this process, the POEA should explain to all Filipino candidates the details of the system of their 
deployment, acceptance under the JPEPA, and the National Board Exam in the course of re-
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cruitment.
95
 This way the Philippine government can offer some protection to its citizens by ex-
plaining about the circumstance about the programme they are about to enter. In other cases, 
where the migration industry is in charge of the process, work conditions and terms often not 
explained properly to migrants resulting in problems regarding salary and working conditions. 
Returning to the topic of the process, when the JICWELS receives the lists of candidates, the 
POEA and the JICWELS then conduct the matching work between applicants and employers. 
This is where the Japanese government gets to exercise its level of control, in that the JICWELS 
can select candidates with very specific skills and backgrounds that are deemed to be the most 
useful for their potential employers- relying on the migration industry for this might result in 
lower standards, as Asato indeed warns is already occurring in Japan outside of the EPA pro-
grammes
96
.  
  The JICWELS typed the information of candidates into a computer matching programme, and 
the programme would then find the best suitable hospital for each candidate.
97
 After this process, 
the POEA and the JICWELS may offer an interview opportunity between employers and appli-
cants. For all of the process, employers must pay the POEA a sum of 425USD as a processing 
fee and 25USD as a contribution to the Worker’s Welfare Fund per selected Filipino candidate 
prior to deployment. The MOU clearly states the recruitment costs should not in any way be 
passed on to the selected Filipino candidates,
98
 likely an influence of the Philippine’s govern-
ment on the EPA programmes. Also, it mentions the responsibilities of each organization to sup-
port entry into Japan of prospective employees, and to support to them after their entry into Ja-
pan.
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The POEA is involved in the recruitment process of candidates, while the JICWELS is responsi-
ble for selecting hospitals and matching candidates to one of the hospitals. Every year the num-
ber of vacancies in Japan is flexible according to the number of hospitals which are admitted by 
the JICWELS as suitable to accept Filipino candidates. The JICWELS clearly set the criteria for 
prospective hospitals. Among many requirements, some outstanding features are that hospitals 
should have professional trainers to teach Japanese and support them to prepare the exam. Also, 
apart from the work, there should be a person in charge of helping candidates to get used to liv-
ing in Japan.
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From 2012, accepted Filipino candidates must attend a six-month Japanese training programme. 
The Japan Foundation will hold the Preparatory Japanese Language Training (PJLT) at the Lan-
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guage Skills Institute of the Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA) in 
Taguig City in the Philippines.
101
 Before, there were only short-term language courses which 
were not obligatory. However, since there were many complaints on taking the National Board 
Exam in Japanese due to the difficulties of learning Japanese and not having enough time for 
studying, the 6 month long language course was introduced, funded by the Japanese government.  
 
2) Entry into Japan 
After the candidates arrive in Japan, they must take a six-month long language-course again. It 
includes special courses for nursing Japanese (675 hours), Japanese culture (50 hours) as well as 
meeting with their accepting hospitals.
102
 During the language training, candidates have free 
board and lodging in a Japanese training facility with an allowance of 40,000 yen a month (ap-
proximately 480USD
103
).
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 When they complete all the courses, they are dispatched to their 
contracted hospital. From this point, they are working and studying as candidates, and should try 
to pass the exam within three years. Tasks are various depending on hospitals, but the JICWELS 
recommends hospitals to support candidates in passing the exam by giving them more practical 
experiences.
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 This can also be seen as an attempt at counteracting the dangers of potential de-
skilling of the candidates, an outcome that both the Japanese care-work sector and Philippine 
nurses would have an interest in avoiding. Unfortunately, as has been illustrated in this project 
and by the Japanese scholars it employs, the care-work sector does not always live up to this 
commitment. The reason for this might have to do with either patient-safety concerns due to a 
lack of Japanese language proficiency, or with concerns about dual labour market formation. 
This does however mean that the care-work sector ends up spending vast sums of money on the 
EPA programmes without getting the extra, skilled help they need- ultimately making the ordeal 
pointless and self-contradicting.    
These above mentioned provisions make these two organizations apparently different to the usu-
al intermediaries, which consist of travel agents, labour recruiters, brokers and interpreters that 
organize migratory movements.
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 These actors called ‘the migration industry’ have powerful 
influences on chain migration, or in general migratory processes. The basic concept of the migra-
tion industry was introduced by John Salt and Jeremy Stein in 1997. It was based on growing 
numbers of commodified labourers and their movements along with globalized labour markets. 
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Ineffectiveness of governments to control the entry and acquisition of citizenship within acceler-
ating labour movements, therefore, makes room for intermediaries to seek profits in the pro-
cess.
107
 The migration industry is involved in helping and relocating labourers world-wide, and 
provides legal and technical counseling as well. Its scale accounts for, for instance, 4.2 billion 
£ per year in transnational corporations in the UK that move their highly skilled staff.
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A significant difference between the migration industry and the two organizations mentioned 
above is that they do not seek any profit in the EPA process, especially from candidates. Article 
11.1 (MOU, Part 2. Section 3. Article 11.1) clearly indicates that there is no financial charge for the 
processing fee to candidates, and this distinguishes these government actors from the migration 
industry, which often charges some amount of money for the commission fee. 
Should we then categorize these organizations as government actors which have a tendency to 
protect their own labour market and take a restrictive attitude toward migration? The answer be-
comes clear by comparing with other government-driven migration progammes. For instance, 
during the guest worker programme (Gastarbeiter programme) in Germany (1955-73), accepting 
facilities paid for travel costs (only one-way), wages and language training for Korean nurses.
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Seasonal migrations in agricultural fields, also based on a bilateral agreement of governments, 
regulate seasonal migrants’ working length and conditions, such as Moroccan migrants in Span 
who pick strawberries. However, the EPA’s pre-departure language course funded by the Japa-
nese government is exceptional. This is because the EPA aims at a free movement of certain pro-
fessionals, and in order to achieve it, there must be more candidates who pass the exam. This is 
seemingly different to the Gastarbeiter migrants or seasonal workers who are expected to return 
after their contracts expire, because the ultimate goal of the EPA programme is to let more can-
didates pass the exam.  
In addition to this, to make things more complicated, there is a current transforming of the defini-
tion of the migration industry. The migration industry has broadened its characteristic from a 
business to quasi-governmental agencies by including various actors, such as NGOs, social 
movements, faith-based organizations and migrant networks.
110
 Some governments outsource 
migration management to the migration industry. For example, the Florida-based Geo Group 
operates detention beds in the United States.
111
 Therefore, as the migration industry is replaced 
by a government role partly or overall for more effectiveness in management of migration, it is 
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becoming more difficult to demarcate the migration industry and governmental actors respective-
ly. One might therefore say that while the two organizations are indeed government organiza-
tions, they are not operating on the macro level alone as others of their kind tend to do, but on the 
much more blurry meso level. There are a number of reasons as to why one might make this 
claim. 
For starters, it is a confusing task to define the POEA and JICWELS organizations, although 
they state their identities as parts of government organizations in plain terms. The POEA speci-
fies its identity as an agency of the Government of the Philippines,
112
 as well as the JICWELS 
stating that it belongs to the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (MHLW) as a nonprofit 
foundation. The complexity derives from the blurred demarcation between the migration industry 
and governmental jurisdiction over migration management according to the increasing outsourc-
ing of migration management to non-governmental actors, of which the EPA programmes are 
one of the more unusual cases. 
Contrary to the situation that more and more governments delegate their jurisdiction over migra-
tion management to the migration industry for economic effectiveness, Japan and the Philippines 
have blocked possibilities of the migration industry intervening. This has been possible due to 
the relatively small amount of candidates. However, they are under suspicion of ineffectiveness. 
It took almost four years to introduce pre-departure language-courses after many complaints and 
criticisms of the difficulties of learning Japanese and preparing for the exam during work. This is 
apparently because of the bureaucratic features of these organizations. At the same time, their 
role as supporters of candidates is questionable. The JICWELS and the POEA define themselves 
as supporters of candidates, for example, by conducting regular inspections of hospitals. Howev-
er, as a rule maker cannot be a criticizer or resistance against the rule which the rule maker made, 
it is doubtful how authentic their representativeness is. Emily Homma, a Philippine nurse, came 
to Japan through the EPA programmes and insisted that there is no labour organization represent-
ing her in Japan.
113
 Homma says that when Filipino candidates complain against questionable 
employment terms and practices, the answer from these organizations is often that “they did not 
have any precedent of previous case experiences”. This would make the JICWELS fit much bet-
ter into the usual pattern of GCC migration in that it would share more work-practices with the 
migration industry than the EPA legal framework would otherwise suggest. One might also 
simply view this as a typical case of governmental inefficiency in bureaucracy however. 
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This lack of representativeness and the ineffectiveness of these organizations definitely require 
that a proper organization be made to represent the nurses’ grievances in an effective and collec-
tive way. However, at the moment it seems difficult to do. This is related to problems of scale 
and territoriality. First of all, the overall number of Filipino candidates has declined. (Figure 2) 
Secondly, they are dispatched all over Japan after the six-month language training, so approxi-
mately less than 3 Filipino candidates work together. (However, it could be more, if one includes 
Indonesian nurse candidates.) This therefore makes it more difficult for them to organize on a 
large scale. Furthermore, it is difficult for them to change their allocated hospital without special 
reasons, since they already had a chance to do an interview with the hospital and meet their em-
ployers during the language training. Considering the acceptance process, and that there are lim-
ited number of vacancies in suitable facilities- and that candidates were matched before depar-
ture, this severely limits candidates’ actual possibility to change work place. 
Figure 2. Filipino Nurse Candidates Accepted in Japan, 2008-2011 
Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Filipino Nurse Candidates Accepted in Japan (Dispatched 
facilities) 
93 
(45) 
46 
(27) 
70 
(36) 
28 
(16) 
1. the number does not include Filipino Certified Care-Worker Candidates 
2. Source: JICWELS 2012 
 
Therefore, it is assumed that their mobility, in other words the ability to choose and change their 
workplace, is highly restricted. Also, due to their spatial limit and small scale, to speak out their 
grievances in a collective way is almost impossible. 
To sum up, the EPA differentiates itself from other migration policies on the governmental level 
by aiming at free movement of nurses as the ultimate goal. In order to achieve it, Japan and the 
Philippines designated two governmental organizations to conduct all the migratory processes, 
which are usually handled by the migration industry. The strictly restricted and closed migratory 
process paralyzes nursing candidates’ mobility, and leaves little possibilities to voice their griev-
ances in a collective way. 
 
4.2. Inevitable Failure? Reasons and their impacts 
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In what way do the conditions in Japan affect the migrant’s ability to work within the care-
work sector? Why is it failing? And how it affects to the EPA programme as well as candi-
dates? 
In March 2010, one year after the first batch of Filipino nurse candidates arrived in Japan, the 
result of the Japanese Nursing Board Exam was released. When it was announced that only two 
Indonesian candidates and one Filipino candidate passed the exam, it was controversial not only 
in Japanese media, but in those of the Philippines as well.
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Table 1. The number of applicants who applied for and passed the Japanese Nursing Board Exam since 
2009 
1. 看護師国家試験合格率 (pass rate of the JPNE), 
厚生労働省が発表している近年の看護師国家試験合格率(released by Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare) 
2The number of EPA applicants include both nurse candidates and care-work candidates. 
Year 
(exam) 
Overall 
Applicants 
Passed 
Applicants 
Applicants (EPA) Passed number (EPA) 
Overall Indonesia Philippine Overall Indonesia Philippine 
2009 
(98th) 
50,906 
45,784 
(89.9%) 
82 82 - 
0 
(0%) 
0 - 
2010 
(99th) 
52,883 
47,340 
(89.5%) 
254 100 154 
3 
(1.8%) 
2 
(2.0%) 
1 
(0.65%) 
2011 
(100th) 
54,138 
49,688 
(91.8%) 
398 285 113 
16 
(3.5%) 
15 
(5.2%) 
1 
(0.9%) 
2012 
(101th) 
53,702 
48,400 
(90.1%) 
417 257 158 
47 
(11.3%) 
33 
(12.8%) 
13 
(8.2%) 
 
According to the MHLW, comparing with Japanese, and including other non-EPA foreign appli-
cants such as Chinese
115
, the number of EPA applicants who passed the exam is extremely low 
(Table 1). One of the biggest reasons for the low passing rate is the difficulty of learning Japa-
nese. However, the linguistic barrier is not a problem unique to migrant workers in Japan. Many 
non-English speaking countries require foreigners to have some level of linguistic knowledge as 
a pre-condition to work in hospitals. For example, Denmark’s nursing education requires a per-
son with a foreign degree who wants to work in a Danish hospital to pass a test in Danish.
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Not only the linguistic barrier, but also other factors affect candidates’ ability to integrate into the 
Japanese health care system. This chapter deals firstly with the individual candidates’ perspec-
tives on the programme, such as their motivations to apply for the programme, and grievances in 
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work places. Also, the project illustrates commonalities with the global chain migration through 
their tasks and problems. 
Secondly, it focuses on the accepting care facilities, here mostly hospitals. Interestingly enough, 
in Japan’s case, hospitals also have grievances about accepting candidates. Their grievances de-
rive from the financial burdens of accepting the candidates, which is different to the case of GCC 
migration based on market principles of demand and supply. Thus, the second part elaborates on 
their financial burdens and how they make the EPA programmes difficult to perpetuate. 
Finally, it explores factors making the situation worse, such as slow bureaucratic response to 
these problems, as well as evaluating how slow progress manages to make the programme sus-
tain itself for some time. The overall impact of them on the programme as well as on candidates 
is also discussed at the end of the chapter.   
 
Economic reasons 
One reason why we should consider Filipino nurse candidates on the individual level, and not 
simply in the collective way, is that their socio-demographic characteristics and motivations are 
varied. In order to include more personal characteristics, here we tried to look up many sources 
from different places. One of our major sources is a survey done by Hirano, Ogawa and Ohno 
through cooperation with the POEA and the Association for Overseas Technical Scholarship 
(AOTS) in 2010.
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 They surveyed 118 Filipino candidates (46 nurse and 72 certified care-
worker candidates) and the response rate was 100%. This survey includes socio-demographic 
characteristics, and motivations to apply for the programme (by nationality, gender, and econom-
ic conditions). Although there are two Filipino male nurse candidates among overall 46 candi-
dates, here we focus mainly on the motivations of female candidates. 
Firstly, the major reason for Filipino nurse candidates to come to Japan is to economically sup-
port their family at home. Although their economic condition does not severely threaten their 
survival (only 2.2% of candidates responded their life in the Philippines is economically under 
threat), most of them want to work in Japan for economic reasons. For instance, 69.6% of re-
spondents expressed their dissatisfaction with their salary in the Philippines, and all of them said 
they wish to support their family economically. 
This economic motivation is quite common in the GCC migration. Yeates’s case of Myra, a 37-
year-old Filipino nurse who came to Ireland in 2000, represents many Filipino oversea nurses. 
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When the income from her and her husband in the Philippine was not enough to make a living, 
Myra and her family decided that her oversea work was the best option for supporting her son 
and family at home. The decision was made by the family, and Myra clearly stressed that it is 
good for ‘her family’, and that everybody was supportive of the family decision.118 This is also 
found in the case of Filipino nursing candidates in Japan. Half of the candidates responded that 
their family recommended them to go to Japan
119
, which is a common characteristic of GCC mi-
gration. Family economic survival being threatened is also a very common push factor. 
Another common feature of nurse candidates in Japan with regards to the GCC is the chain mi-
gration. As world-system analysis claims, the movement of resources takes place from periphery 
countries to semi-periphery ones, and from semi-periphery to core countries. Approximately one 
fourth of Filipino nurse candidates are married and one fourth of them have a child/children. 
Considering that the average age of Filipino candidates is 32 years, it is obvious that there should 
be somebody at their home working on the behalf of nurse candidates. It can be assumed that the 
void would be filled by somebody coming from a poorer country or region. Furthermore, the 
EPA Filipino candidates can be regarded as reproductive labour. As reproductive migrants in the 
GCC such as domestic workers and care-givers come to Japan, Japanese women, who are usually 
in charge of looking after their elderly sick parents or family, could have more possibilities to be 
productive labour by delegating their work to care workers and nurses. This is likely one of the 
potential gains the Japanese government had in mind when creating the EPA. By helping main-
tain a larger productive workforce, Japan may help alleviate problems that would threaten its 
position as a core state in economic term- even if this solution would naturally only be part of the 
overall strategy to accomplish this.  
 
Coming to Japan with expectations and deskilling problems 
Not only is there the economic reason of wanting to support their family at home for the nurses 
migration, but there are also personal motivations (when considering economic reasons as a fam-
ily decision) such as improving their career (100% according to the survey mentioned above) and 
utilizing their experiences in Japan for their future work at hospitals in other countries.
120
 How-
ever, their actual tasks as candidates are far below their expectations in terms of the level of pro-
fessional challenge that they provide. Two hospitals
121
 accepting Filipino nurse candidates elabo-
rate on candidates’ daily tasks and duties. These cover cleaning, disinfection, reprocessing of 
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reusable equipment, transporting patients, and preparing and assisting with meals, which are 
generally considered as tasks for nurse assistants. Both hospitals clearly state that all this work 
should be conducted under the supervision of a Japanese nurse, and that their work should be 
bound as nurse assistants. According to the hospitals, this is inevitable for the sake of preventing 
medical accidents which might otherwise result from not having sufficient Japanese proficiency, 
and to help them adapt and memorize working manuals. According to experiences of Indonesian 
nurse candidates, they are also treated as nurse assistants, and their tasks are similar to Filipino 
candidates, such as hair washing, cutting nails, and personal hygiene, in spite of their capability 
and experiences as registered nurses in Indonesia.
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 It can therefore be expected that they expe-
rience great disappointment after coming to Japan with the expectation of learning about more 
developed nursing systems and improve their careers.  
The daily tasks are apparently deskilling EPA nurse candidates, however, this deskilling is not 
only a problem unique to Japan. There are many migrants working abroad as a nanny, a con-
struction worker, or garbage collector, although they are highly educated at home. For instance, 
Vicky Diaz, a 32-year-old mother and a college educated former schoolteacher in the Philippines, 
works as a housekeeper and a nanny in Beverly Hills, Los Angeles.
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 This is yet another way in 
which the nursing migrants are typical GCC migrants- they have a high level of qualification, but 
it is not utilized in their daily work. The EPA does however at least have the advantage of actual-
ly working within their own field. Deskilling problems are however also in common in the field 
of health care. In the UK, there are two different types of nurse, State Enrolled Nurses (SENs or 
referred to as second-level nurses) and State Registered Nurses (SRNs). As an example, the usual 
tasks of SENs include to clean lockers and the beds.
124
 Historically, many foreign born nurses 
were forced to work as SENs rather than SRNs due to their different nationalities, educational 
system as well as migrant status. Besides, there is an institutional discrimination against foreign 
nurses, prevalent by not providing enough information, and recommending them to work as 
SENs even though their actual capacities and certificates are sufficient to work as SRNs.
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On the other hand, it is difficult to say whether the daily tasks for EPA nurse candidates are sys-
temically based on discrimination or on inferiority problems. Rather, it is more likely related to 
cultural differences. As the two hospitals illustrated in their reports, Filipino nurse candidates 
were surprised when they came to know that they have to conduct the aforementioned tasks, 
which are supposed to be done by a patients’ family in the Philippines.126 Even if the tasks are 
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however not given to candidates by discrimination, it is unavoidable that this may deskill them. 
The EPA system is therefore essentially an obstacle to its own success, since it deskills the nurs-
es it employs despite being based on a need for the exact opposite.  
Another deskilling problem is linked to the pre-Japanese language course, which has been added 
as just a half year of language courses before departure with another six-month long course after 
arriving at Japan. Ironically, increasing the length of the language course in order to help their 
localization, as well as to increase the possibility to pass the exam, puts candidates into a highly-
risky gamble. If they cannot pass the exam after learning Japanese for one year, and working like 
a nurse assistant for almost three years, what options are then left for them? Although some hos-
pitals have a working guideline to expand candidates’ tasks according to their improvement of 
Japanese, there is no fixed rule for candidates. Solving this problem should therefore be a top 
priority for the care-work sector and Japanese government. 
 
Difficulties to learn Japanese and prepare for the exam during the work 
Even though spending one year learning Japanese causes another deskilling problem, the main 
problem of candidates is just that- language. With the difficulties to learn Kanji, a key problem is 
to prepare for the exam during the work. Many candidates complain about the lack of time. It is 
meaningless to estimate their average working hours because according to Asato’s research, the 
distribution of weekly learning hours is extremely different depending on their dispatched hospi-
tals. JICWELS surveyed 36 different hospitals and almost 30 percent of candidates have less 
than 5 hours per week to study. On the other hand, another 30 percent of respondents are given 
more than 20 hours per week to study.
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 For instance, when taking a look at a weekly timetable 
of candidates in Japanese Red Cross Shizuoka Hospital (静岡赤十字病院), Filipino candidates 
work from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. from Monday to Friday except Thursday. On Thursday, the candi-
dates have special training time for preparing for the exam, and after 4p.m. to 5p.m. they have 
time for self-study and lectures.
128
 In the case of Terashita Hospital (寺下病院), Filipino candi-
dates work from 8 a.m. to 2p.m. from Monday to Friday, and from 8 a.m. to noon on Saturday. 
After the work shift, they have to study until 5 p.m. and after the self-study, the candidates are 
given special training from a supervisor.
129
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However, it is difficult to judge whether their well balanced study and work shift is good or bad. 
For some candidates, to transfer money back home would be the priority. Since their income is 
based on their working hours, some candidates would likely prefer to work more and study less. 
Also, considering the purpose of the programme, candidates ought to learn more practical skills 
through their working in Japan. It is after all important to remember that learning Japanese is not 
a primary goal of the Philippine nurses- it simply serves as a tool to help them achieve their actu-
al goals, namely to earn more money for their families and to improve their skills and careers. 
The health system and the working culture of Japan and the Philippines are also quite different. 
As mentioned above, cleaning beds and preparing meals are also part of work for nurses in Japan. 
Angelica Tabora, currently working as a registered nurse in Japan, is one of the nurses who came 
to Japan in 2009 under the EPA and passed the exam after undergoing a difficult period of mix-
ing study and work. According to her interview with Highlighting Japan, she emphasizes some 
features of Japanese nurses: “The first thing I noticed was that Japanese nurses are extremely 
through when it comes to a patient’s safety. They carefully and repeatedly check a patient’s con-
dition and medications; I learned a lot from this. Also, another point is that nurses are ready to 
explain medical procedures and test results in a simple and gentle manner to each and every 
patient; it’s something to emulate.”130   
Therefore, to learn through working is important for getting to know the Japanese working sys-
tem and culture. However, to set aside more time to prepare for the exam is also inevitable, 
should the nurses wish to extend their stay in Japan. Yoshichika Kawaguchi and other Japanese 
scholars doubt whether Japanese language proficiency is the only problem of candidates with 
regards to passing the exam. They made a Japanese Board Exam in English and conducted a 
mock exam aiming at the first group of Filipino nurse candidates. In contrast to the argument that 
the linguistic barrier is the main problem with regards to the low passing rate, only 23 percent of 
candidates among the examinees who had never seen the exam sheet before passed the mock 
exam. On the other hand, 57% of examinees who had seen the exam sheet before passed the ex-
am.
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 This is due to the different nursing education systems of the two countries. After analyz-
ing their weak points in the exam, the Japanese scholars found that the candidates obtained low 
grades concerning physical features, basic knowledge of disease, and the social welfare sys-
tem.
132
 Also, the scholars concluded that their menial jobs in dispatched hospitals to spend more 
time learning Japanese deskill their knowledge in nursing and medicine.
133
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Therefore, their situation seems like a vicious circle. Insofar as their major reason is financial 
support for their family in the Philippines, it is difficult for the employers to cut their working 
hours. Otherwise one might imagine that the nurses would simply leave Japan and seek a better 
employment elsewhere. However, as a full-time worker, they cannot set aside enough time to 
prepare for the exam and as a result, the possibility of passing the exam becomes smaller. If they 
have to go back to the Philippines after failing the exam, at that moment, they might have only a 
handful of money and knowledge of Japanese, as well as having gained little career progress. 
Considering all the conditions such as one year of language course, three years of training with a 
reasonable salary (but with menial tasks), might be better than conditions faced by indentured 
labourers in the Gulf, under the Kafala system. 
Actually, the passing rate of candidates has been increased, and it is expected to continue to in-
crease thanks to slow efforts of each government to improve the situation. It seems a still expen-
sive and high risky gamble for candidates to bet their family and career on however.   
 
Grievances of hospitals 
In the case of Japan, accepting care facilities are mainly in charge of paying all the fees for can-
didates. As mentioned in Chapter 5.2. ‘the process of EPA’, all the commission and application 
fee should be paid by accepting care facilities. To accept a candidate costs approximately 
600,000 Yen (7,000USD). Although the Japanese government covers the cost of travel fee, ac-
commodations and daily expenses during their intensive Japanese language course
134
, there are 
still lots of fees which accepting hospitals should take responsible for, such as application and 
placement fees and annual residence management fee.
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 This kind of financial burden is not a 
Japanese problem alone, as we have seen through Korean nurse migrants in Germany during the 
Gastarbeiter era. 
However, the JPEPA regulates more conditions on accepting facilities, but with little financial 
support and without clear guidelines. For instance, accepting hospitals should pay the cost for the 
monthly salary of candidates, as well as for hiring a specialist to train the nurse candidates.
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Also, the provision that accepting facilities should help candidates localize to Japan leaves many 
possibilities open to interpretation. As part of their efforts to fulfill the provision, some accepting 
hospitals prepared to accept ‘foreign nurses’ before their arrivals. For example, for Indonesian 
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Muslim candidates, some hospitals made orientation sessions and explained to patients and their 
families why they decided to accept foreign nurses.
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Furthermore, some conditions, such as to support candidates in passing the exam, are so ambigu-
ously stated that each hospital has a different system to implement it. That is why every candi-
date has a different working and studying shift. The absence of unified training programmes ag-
gravates the financial burden of hospitals by increasing ineffectiveness. Some hospitals spent lots 
of time and money to invent an English-Japanese translated nursing handbook for candidates, 
which could have been saved if the governments and the two responsible organizations had done 
it instead. Besides, these ambiguous conditions and the lack of unified training programmes not 
only aggravate hospitals’ burden but also increase the risk of candidates not integrating into the 
Japanese nursing system, and of failing to pass the exam. 
Interestingly enough however, the reason for enduring all these conditions does not come from 
the shortage of nurses. Most of the care facilities approved as accepting facilities say their deci-
sion to accept candidates was not made to fill the vacancies. Rather, they reply that they are more 
interested in an international exchange programme as well as in contributing a national policy.
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This is a somewhat strange stance to take, considering that the very purpose of the EPA pro-
grammes is to fill in said vacancies, not to develop an exchange program alone. Unlike the Green 
Card programme, which aims at importing highly skilled labor in many developed countries, the 
EPA programme does not guarantee anything. The nurse candidates are not cheap labor, rather 
they are expensive when considering all the costs of the processes in the EPA, and the expected 
working capacity of the candidates is limited due to the linguistic barrier as well as different edu-
cational and cultural backgrounds. 
Therefore, the overall number of care facilities that apply for the EPA has been declining. As 
showed above (Figure 2), the number of approved facilities has been decreased by 16 in 2012, 
and it is almost one-third of the previous years. Along with the shrinking application number of 
facilities, the overall vacancies for nurse candidates also have been shrunken. In 2012, JICWELS 
announced there are 60 vacancies.
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 As a reason of this stagnating programme, Ohno states that 
the accepting hospitals chose to concentrate their training capacity on candidates that they al-
ready have, rather than accepting additional candidates due to the lack of resources.
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This tendency is quite uncommon in the market oriented migration pattern. First of all, the moti-
vation of hospitals is not fit to the nature of migration regarding push-pull factors such as the 
shortage of labor force and demand for new workers, although the motivation of Filipino nurse 
candidates is based on economic reasons. Secondly, many ambiguous conditions make hospitals 
hesitate to accept more candidates. These systemic and bureaucratic problems are also fatal to 
candidates who need more well-organized training programmes. 
These slow bureaucratic processes have been found through the EPA programme. For instance, 
in order to introduce the extra 6 month long Japanese training in the Philippines, it took a couple 
of years for the decision to go through. Also, the long discussion over introducing the exam in 
English has resulted in a compromise by giving foreign nurses extra 30 percent of time for the 
exam.
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To sum up, there are several co-existing problems. The first problem is brain waste and de-
skilling deriving from the candidates’ menial tasks and the year-long Japanese course. Secondly, 
ambiguous regulations and the financial burdens on accepting hospitals lower the motivation of 
hospitals to accept more candidates because hospitals already have squeezed their resources to 
satisfy the regulations. Also, the slow bureaucratic progress and ineffectiveness are inherent 
weak points. Lastly, the clash of the nature of migration and the excessive government interven-
tions in order to fulfill their purpose worsens the situation, and these factors make the EPA pro-
grammes difficult to sustain. On the other hand, it might be evaluated positively because the 
passing rate of the exam among the Filipino candidates has slightly increased. In spite of the in-
effective and bureaucratic features, both governments and two organizations try to alleviate the 
stagnating situation. This may be an indication that measures to reform the programmes substan-
tially may be on their way at some point in the future- the question is whether these will be im-
plemented in time. 
     
5. Discussions 
 Can the EPA programmes be said to be a sustainable and suitable solution for Japan? And 
for the Migrants? 
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This question has been one of the key fixtures of the project since the beginning. Considering all 
the problems we have outlined in the analysis above, one can only wonder how long this seem-
ingly inefficient and overly costly migration scheme can actually last in its current form. Is it 
actually a viable model for solving the problems of the Japanese care-work sector and the Philip-
pine nurse migrants respectively? And regardless of whether it is or not, how come the Japanese 
government has not changed its most criticized aspects substantially?  Do the EPA programmes 
indeed result in ‘brain waste’ by not putting the migrant’s nursing skills to full use? These are 
some of the issues that will be discussed in this final part of the project. 
Let us begin by looking into one of the most obvious questions that the project’s analysis begets: 
why are the EPA programmes still being perpetuated largely unreformed despite numerous criti-
cisms of their various components? After all, it is quite obvious that scheme is doing many 
things which ultimately prove to be counterproductive in terms of accomplishing its goals- and 
those of the Japanese government and care-work sector. The Philippine nurses do not seem to be 
achieving their goals either. In short, none of the parties involved are achieving anything but loss. 
So why is this system still being used then? 
First off, it would appear that the Japanese have been unable to find sufficient numbers of 
nikkeijin that is, non-Japanese nationals of Japanese descent, to work for them in the care-work 
sector. The Japanese have previously relied heavily upon these individuals when in need of 
bringing in outside workers
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. Apparently though, there are not enough nikkeijin around who are 
willing to work with nursing in Japan at the moment. This, coupled perhaps with a new and 
slightly more open attitude to immigration in Japan, means that the Japanese government has 
decided to look elsewhere. This is another interesting thing about the choice of putting so much 
effort and money into the EPA programmes. Looking for foreign nationals without any family 
ties to Japan when recruiting migrant workers is nothing new in Japan- it has simply never been 
the norm. Still, the Japanese have previously brought in nurses from neighboring Korea and Chi-
na before. In terms of the omnipresent language barrier problem that has been addressed in this 
project, nurses from both of these countries pose less of a problem than those from the Philip-
pines. Japanese is taught in both Chinese and Korean schools, and furthermore, the Japanese 
kanji characters are derived from the Chinese hanzi. Korean also shares a grammatical structure 
that is very similar to Japanese. This would make it significantly easier for nurses from these 
countries to master Japanese. Improving relations with these neighbors through an EPA would 
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also seem like a reasonable idea given Japan’s troubled recent past with both of them in the Se-
cond World War. The rise of both Korea- but especially of course also of China as key economic 
players in the region would further seem to suggest that signing an EPA with one or both of them 
would be a wise move. But perhaps it is exactly because of the rise of at least China, and possi-
bly that of Korea as well, that Japan has chosen to look for partners in the Philippines and Indo-
nesia. By improving their relationship with these two countries, Japan has set the stage for doing 
the same with other Southeast Asian states. The Japanese government may feel that this will put 
Japan in a more favorable position as China gains more influence in the region. Another, alto-
gether more simple, explanation as to why the EPA programmes are still perpetuated in their 
current form may simply be that the Japanese government feels that it has invested far too much 
time and money in this project already. They therefore hope that it will eventually work out in its 
current form- and that they won’t have to make any more concessions, such as the 2010 immi-
gration law amendment or introducing pre-departure language course and 30 percent increase of 
test time for foreign examinees. All research, and the findings of this project however, seems to 
indicate that this will not come to pass. Reforms will be necessary if the EPA programmes are to 
survive. 
Finally, the last explanation as to why the EPA programmes have survived thus far may be the 
EPA itself. When Japan signed the EPA with the Philippines, the clause on the movement of 
natural persons was certainly one of the key issues addressed by the Japanese government. The 
EPA exists for other reasons as well though, one of them perhaps being what was just discussed 
above regarding the rise of China. Other more obvious goals include the streamlining of trade 
rules and business conduct, product standards, etc. The EPA framework for the migration of 
Philippine nurses is therefore merely on part of the EPA itself, and not its overall goal. And the 
EPA is not just the product of Japan, but also of the Philippines, giving them a right to decide its 
contents as well- even if one might certainly say that Japan appears to be in an advantageous 
position due to its stronger economy. This means that if the Japanese were to start changing the 
framework of the EPA, the Philippines would have to be consulted as well. Failed negotiations 
over the matter might lead to more trouble regarding the agreement, such as the nurse migration 
part of the EPA has already led to previously in the form of the previously mentioned protests 
from both Philippine and Japanese nurse unions. And as mentioned, these resulted in the EPA 
between the Philippines and Japan taking far longer to ratify in the Philippine senate than ex-
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pected. Seeking to avoid something like this happening ever again may be yet another reason 
why the EPA programmes have yet to be further reformed. So to sum up all of the above, there is, 
in short, likely no one explanation as to why the EPA programmes have yet to be thoroughly 
reformed. So, how sustainable are they in their current form then? 
Let us begin by looking at some of the most important problems surrounding the EPA pro-
grammes. Both the nurses and their Japanese employers agree that the language barrier is a sig-
nificant obstacle to the integration of the migrants into the Japanese labour market. This especial-
ly manifests itself when it comes to written Japanese- the nurses simply understand too few kanji 
characters used in care-work to be capable of performing many of the same duties and tasks as 
their Japanese colleagues. Both Ohno and Ogawa have found this tendency in their research. 
From the perspective of the Philippine nurses, the language barrier prevents them from doing 
their job in its fullest. They cannot, for example, assist the medical staff at their workplace with 
any medical procedures
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. They cannot help patients with their medication. This limits them to 
fairly simple tasks, such as changing bed sheets and taking meals to patients and the elderly. This 
then makes the requirements regarding their nursing experience and education in the Philippines 
seems all the more strange and pointless. After all, why bother selecting only those with experi-
ence and qualifications when clearly, neither of these are put to use. This makes the journey to 
Japan seem all the more futile. It certainly makes many of the migrants feel strongly disappoint-
ed with their experience in Japan regarding the level of the work they perform
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. There are 
many other options out there for the nurse migrants when it comes to choosing a destination 
country for their migration, considering that while restrictions with regards as to what kind of 
work they may engage in can be found elsewhere, other destinations still allow the nurses to 
make better use of their skills, and gain better technical expertise as well, due to the nurses actu-
ally being recognized as ‘nurses’ and not ‘candidates’. Having to obtain the qualifications grant-
ed by passing the NBE in order to be viewed as full-fledged nurses when, back home at least, 
they are actually already considered to be so, is therefore a frustrating (and some might even say 
humiliating or insulting) experience. So why not simply allow the nurses to take the NBE in 
English and furthermore treat them as full-fledged nurses with all the matching duties to perform? 
From the perspective of the Japanese health care sector, there are three main arguments against 
this: 
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First off, not having the sufficient level of Japanese-language skill needed to function effectively 
in a Japanese care-work setting means that the nurse migrants might misinterpret key infor-
mation, which could ultimately lead to costly- or even fatal mistakes. Since this is something that 
all parties involved would certainly want to avoid, the argument is that the care-work sector 
simply cannot allow the nurses to perform any kind of non-rudimentary task in good conscience- 
the safety of patients could be at stake otherwise. It is a reasonable argument to make consider-
ing that the working language of Japanese care-work facilities and hospitals is, after all, Japanese. 
Secondly, the JPNB- as well as Ogawa, is worried that if large numbers of foreign nurses are 
allowed to enter the Japanese health care sector without having to live up to strict requirements, 
it could potentially lead to the formation of a dual labour market in which the Philippine nurses 
are exploited and the Japanese nurses cannot compete with their low salaries
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. They also make 
the argument that this would threaten patient safety. The foreign nurses must therefore be given 
the same salary as their Japanese colleagues, and have to live up to the same standards and de-
mands. 
These arguments do however leave both the care-work sector and the nurses in a rather trouble-
some predicament. As both Ohno and Ogawa point out, the cost of having to train the nurses in 
Japanese language skills is rather high. This cost will ultimately rest on partly the nurses, and 
primarily on the workplaces, as Ogawa points out
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. It is after all worthwhile remembering that 
the Japanese government only pays for the first six months of language lessons. After that, 
whichever care facility that ends up employing the nurses will have to help their migrants pay for 
any additional lessons due to the migrant’s relatively low wages. This means that the workplaces 
end up receiving nurses that are not fully capable of functioning effectively in the Japanese care-
work sector. If one were to make an analogy using the territoriality concept from the project’s 
theoretical framework, it could be said that the commoditized care-work that the workplaces pur-
chase is essentially an ‘unfinished product’. The costs of finishing this ‘product’ and integrating 
the nurses into the Japanese labour market are simply too great, ultimately defeating the purpose 
of the EPA programmes, as they are intended to help alleviate the problem of strained resources- 
not to worsen it. This is not only in the economic sense, but also in terms of human resources. 
The problems posed by attempting to integrate the Philippine nurses in the workplace put strain 
on these too. If errors or miscommunications occur for example, other staff members will have to 
help with solving the problem. This, in other words, means that the workplaces end up decreas-
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ing the number of staff they can devote freely to various tasks, rather than bolstering their ranks. 
A frustrating situation, considering that the Philippine nurses should have all the qualifications 
the care-work sector needs so desperately. On the other hand, the aforementioned study by Ka-
waguchi and others seem to suggest that some additional knowledge in this area might be neces-
sary as well, since the nurses apparently lack some of the skills required. The situation is made 
even worse by the fact that according to Ohno, the vast majority of the facilities that employ 
EPA nurses are actually otherwise very pleased, impressed even, with their new foreign staff
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. 
They want their integration to be successful, and would very much like the extra hands to not 
only stay but also succeed. 
So considering the above, it is rather obvious that the current state of affairs is simply not opti-
mal nor sustainable. If the care-work sector and nurses themselves have to bear the responsibility 
of making the EPA programmes function themselves, the system will ultimately collapse due to 
the costs. This will be equally unfavorable to both the migrants and the Japanese care-work sec-
tor. The Philippine nurses will lose time, money, and possibly career opportunities elsewhere. 
The Japanese will also lose time and money, as well as the extra hands they needed so very much. 
What then, can be done to alleviate these problems and make the system more sustainable? All 
of the four Japanese scholars used in this project agree that the Japanese government must help 
bear more of the system’s costs. This would help take some of the pressure off the migrant’s and 
care-work sector’s shoulders. Considering that the Philippines are much less economically de-
veloped than Japan, it would have to be the Japanese who bear the brunt of the costs- the Philip-
pines can only contribute so much. Furthermore, they have an advantage that the Japanese do not: 
they are not as reliant on the EPA programmes as the Japanese are. The EPA’s clause on the 
movement of natural persons is certainly beneficial to Philippine migrants coming to Japan, but 
for the Japanese, this is a matter of need- not convenience. This means that they have a far great-
er incentive than the Filipinos to make this arrangement succeed. Finally, considering that this 
system of migration was first proposed, formulated and initiated by the Japanese government, it 
is ultimately their responsibility. In addition to this however, there are numerous other sugges-
tions as to how these problems can be solved: 
1. Reclassifying the migrants- from ‘candidates’ to ‘nurses’. This approach does away with the 
‘candidate’ title that the nurses must currently work under until passing the NBE. By being treat-
ed as near full-fledged nurses, the migrants could finally put more of their skills to work in their 
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service to the Japanese care-work sector. Ogawa mentions this approach in her article. She does 
however also point out that it comes with some notable implications, the reason for this being 
that such a reclassification would ultimately result in nursing work being defined in a new way 
as ‘unskilled’ in Japan148. This would not only affect the rest of the care-work sector, but also 
eventually other fields and professions as well. This means that immigration laws might have to 
be rewritten, and this is something that the Japanese government is likely keen to avoid. It is af-
ter all important to remember that the 2010 amendment to Japanese immigration law only came 
about as a result from continuous recommendations and complaints from care-work sector mem-
bers and experts. It is therefore unlikely that the Japanese government would be readily willing 
to extend the same privileges to several other groups of professionals. 
2. Allow the nursing migrants to take the NBE in English. This solution would make it possible 
for the nurses to work on even terms with Japanese colleagues in terms of what tasks they may, 
and may not, perform without the need for extensive Japanese-language training. This would 
also take much of the costs out of the EPA programmes. The counterargument against this option 
was however already touched upon previously in the discussion- not having the nurses master 
written Japanese completely means that dangerous miscommunications and errors could occur, 
posing a significant threat to patient safety. In order for this option to function properly in the 
long run, the nurses would still have to master written Japanese in order to make the EPA pro-
gramme a success. The key difference is that they would be able to do this while furthering their 
skills under the supervision of the Japanese staff, thus giving all parties involved a greater incen-
tive to continue with the arrangement. On the other hand, one must not forget that there are key 
differences between the nursing systems of Japan and the Philippines that may pose a problem 
regarding the ability of the nursing migrants to carry out their work in a matter that is satisfactory 
to Japanese patients. There are the cultural differences regarding the responsibilities of nurses 
and family members respectively to consider as well. Both of these problems were as mentioned 
touched upon by Kawaguchi’s study. Taking the NBE in English is therefore not an ideal solu-
tion either. 
3. Combine elements from all of the above. This approach seems to be the one with the greatest 
chance of success since it allows for the taking of each approach’s strengths rather than weak-
nesses, while they each help alleviate or solve the problems of each solution. For example, if the 
Japanese government were to sponsor more of the costs for the EPA programmes, do away with 
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the ‘candidate’ title and treat the migrants as near full-fledged nurses, and allow them to take the 
NBE in English, the only three problems left would be to somehow incite the nurses to continue 
learning kanji, ensuring that the nurses actually have the proper level of skills and understanding 
of the Japanese care-work sector, and at the same time put in place countermeasures against the 
formation of a dual labour market in the care-work sector. With the nurses being capable of stay-
ing in Japan for as long as they please, and having the opportunity to further their career and 
skills, this should provide at least part of an incentive to learn kanji. Especially because it would 
then be a chance to further their career, rather than a matter just being allowed to do their job 
fully. With regards to the JPNB’s, Asato’s and Ogawa’s concerns regarding the formation of a 
dual labour market, it is of the utmost importance that the Japanese government ensures that the 
health care sector does not create a situation of salary-dumping that spirals out of control. Within 
the framework of the EPA programmes, taking advantage of the Philippine nurses is simply not 
an option- the costs would turn to losses as the Philippine nurses would stop using the scheme 
and/or Japanese care-work facilities and hospitals would begin to refuse accepting the nurses. 
This concern may however be considered too premature at the moment, since the scale of the 
programmes is still very small. It would therefore very much be in the interest of the Japanese 
government (and all other parties involved, for that matter) to avoid a situation like the one 
which was just described above. 
So, are the EPA programmes sustainable for the Japanese government? For the care-work sector? 
And the Philippine nurses? If the programmes are not reformed, then the answer to all of the 
above is: no, they are not. As has been demonstrated throughout the project’s analysis as well as 
in this discussion, there are several reforms that would allow the EPA programmes to continue 
based on some of the current framework. The next question one might ask though, is whether 
that framework is actually a good solution to Japan’s demographic challenges and the resulting 
care-worker shortage. For starters, it certainly seems as if the Japanese government would have 
to provide some form of assistance to would-be foreign nurses. Otherwise, the language barrier 
and cultural differences may prove too much for potential migrants. The EPA’s idea of helping 
the nurses with language lessons, training, lodging etc. is therefore a very straightforward ap-
proach to attempting to solve these potential problems. As has been illustrated though, the execu-
tion has been less than optimal, leaving both the nurses and care-work sector in a serious predic-
ament. If the EPA programmes are to survive and function well, at least some of the reforms 
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suggested by the Japanese scholars and the authors of this project must be put into place. Wheth-
er the EPA programmes are a solution that warrants being preserved is a different matter for dis-
cussion though. They certainly seem to have the potential to help alleviate many of the problems 
associated with GCC migration and migrant labour in general, such as horrible working condi-
tions, low salaries, lack of career opportunities, etc.                   
 
As the above discussion has demonstrated, the relationship between the Philippine nurses and the 
Japanese care-work sector is one of a high level of interdependence. The Philippine nurses are 
relying on their Japanese employers to provide them with lodging, training, part of their pay, and 
the language skills that they need in order to further their skills and careers- careers which the 
Japanese hope will be spent at least partially in Japan, whilst the Japanese are relying on them as 
the extra help their care-work sector needs so badly. This means however, as mentioned before, 
that the Japanese are taking a bit of a gamble as the Philippine nurses are often much more eager 
to return home than to stay in Japan. A choice they will likely make if they have no greater in-
centive to earn money abroad in Japan specifically, considering that the EPA programmes only 
open up the option of letting them- not their families, stay in Japan. Elements such as bad work-
ing conditions may augment their desire to leave even more which, coupled with the concerns of 
scholars like Asato and those of the JPNB about the formation of a dual-labor market, gives the 
Japanese government an incentive to make legislation that protects the EPA nurses. This does 
not mean however, that the danger of dual-labor market formation- and thereby the risk of hav-
ing the EPA nurses leave, has gone completely. The reason for this is that there are an increasing 
number of non-EPA foreign nurses coming to Japan through non-government channels, such as 
more traditional migrant-work brokers
149
. The nurses who come to Japan by these methods are 
often faced with a situation which is much more exploitative than that faced by their EPA coun-
terparts. Lower pay and tougher working conditions such as extensive overtime work and shifts 
on holidays are among the problems faced by this group
150
. If one were to take a strictly cynical 
look at this situation, the non-EPA nurses may solve the hospital’s and care-work facilities’ 
problems regarding the cost of hiring foreign nurses, but the problem of differences in nursing 
systems and culture, with it all the concerns regarding patient-safety to accompany it, would still 
remain. This means that it is very much in the interest of all involved parties (the Philippine 
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nurses, Japanese government, JPNB and potential employers) to prevent a dual-labor market 
forming in Japan. Otherwise, one might imagine a situation where conditions in the care-work 
labor market worsen to the point of having reduced salaries for both foreign and Japanese nurses, 
and where the EPA-programmes have failed to solve the problems of the Japanese care-work 
sector. The Philippine and Indonesian nurses may well then decide to seek their fortunes else-
where. This is most certainly an outcome that all the Japanese parties would want to avoid. The 
Philippine nurses would want to avoid this too, but they still have an advantage which, as men-
tioned previously, is that they do not need Japan as much as Japan needs them. The challenge is 
therefore for Japan to provide them with an incentive to pass the NBE and stay. 
So how can the Japanese government solve the problems relating to dual labor market formation 
and the EPA programmes? The answer to that may just be the EPA programmes themselves- in a 
reformed version, that is. If some of the initiatives described previously in this discussion were to 
be implemented, they may just be what the EPA programmes need to survive and become a use-
ful solution. This could potentially help solve the dual labor market problem, because if the Jap-
anese government could supply most of its outside help through the EPA programmes, they 
would make it much more difficult for potential employers to take advantage of the foreign nurs-
es. By ensuring that they be given the same salary as their Japanese counterparts, providing them 
with the necessary language training and knowledge of the Japanese care-work sector (thus help-
ing to alleviate the patient-safety problem), and helping alleviate the economic pressure on re-
ceiving care-work facilities, the Japanese government could perhaps help solve all of the prob-
lems discussed in this project. This does still leave one important question though: Is this truly a 
good solution for Japan (and perhaps others as well)? If we begin with the first concern this 
would raise, namely economic feasibility, we can certainly determine that the current model used 
by the EPA programmes is not economically sustainable. This is where one might ask whether it 
is simply not a better idea for Japan to provide its own citizens with greater incentives towards 
entering the care-work sector. Money used on the EPA programmes might instead be used to 
promote higher wages for nurses and the like. This would also eliminate the problems of the lan-
guage barrier and different levels of skills and knowledge. And naturally it would certainly help 
combat the formation of a dual labor market. Unfortunately though, it does not solve two basic 
problems that Asato addresses: 1.The demographic problems that are the cause of this whole 
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situation to begin with, and 2.The fact that is extremely unlikely that it would be possible for the 
Japanese government to make a sufficient number of its own citizens enter the nursing profes-
sion- after all, the demographic problem means that Japan will not only be running out of hands 
in the care-work sector alone, so other sectors would need similar initiatives. This would howev-
er mean that all sectors would most likely not end up receiving all of the extra people they need 
with Japanese alone, so in the end Japan would still need to bring in outside help. How should 
this be done then? If a solution that might result in a dual labor market being formed was chosen, 
this might potentially make the care-work sector unattractive to Japanese nurses, which would 
only worsen the overall problem rather than solve it. The EPA programs do therefore, despite 
their great costs and deficiencies, offer an interesting compromise that allows the Japanese gov-
ernment a great deal of control over the situation that other solutions would not. The challenge is 
therefore finding a way in which the cost efficiency of the programmes can be improved. A mix-
ture of Ohno and Asato’s suggestions regarding the organizing of the nurse’s work and learning, 
the division between the Japanese government and receiving care-work facilities of shouldering 
the costs, and potentially ‘upgrading’ the nurses to actual nurse status (thus allowing them to 
earn more money and shoulder more of the costs themselves), might produce a favorable result. 
This most certainly does not mean that the EPA programmes are the only alternative available, 
but the advantages they offer if executed effectively are definitely something that makes them 
worthwhile considering. This is not only the case when looking at the matter through the eyes of 
the Japanese government, but also from the perspective of the Japanese and Philippine nurses. 
The JPNB gets to avoid the dangers of dual labor market formation and the wage cuts that ac-
company it, and the Philippine nurses get to enjoy the same salary and working conditions as 
their Japanese counterparts. They also get to spend more time furthering their skills in their place 
of employment. This may just very well be what is needed in order to convince them to work in 
Japan for an extended period of time, which would then serve the needs of the care-work sector 
and Japanese government- ultimately making the programmes worthwhile. In short, this is an 
outcome from which all of the parties stand to benefit- if it is carried out in a suitable manner. 
The EPA programmes may therefore be just what Japan needs in order to overcome the chal-
lenges of its changing demographics. And from the perspective of the Philippine nurses, it may 
provide them with a solution to some of the most common problems faced by migrant workers, 
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namely: low(er) wages, poor working conditions, limited contracts with no means of extension, 
etc. 
 
6. Conclusion 
The EPA – a governmental agreement including free movement of certain professionals has cre-
ated a most unusual situation of migration in Japan. Derived from the political economic strategy 
of Japan in Asia, the agreement has sought to bolster Japan’s care-work sector by bringing in the 
outside help it strongly needs. The Philippines – expecting economic benefits through export of 
primary products as well as nurses and care workers, has stepped up as one of the partners of the 
Japanese in this endeavor. Both parties have put a considerable amount of effort into the EPA 
migration programmes- but currently, they are viewed as having failed to live up to their purpos-
es.  
Foreigners can work as a registered nurse in Japan only when they pass the NBE. Due to the lin-
guistic barrier however, only a handful of foreign care-workers have been able to pass the exam. 
Therefore, in order for Filipino nurses to gain permission to legally work in Japan, both govern-
ment planned a training programme under the EPA that consists of 1 year of intensive Japanese 
language courses, and three years practical training in a Japanese care facility. There have been 
significant obstacles to the success of this system though. In spite of this training programme, the 
passing rate of the exam is very low for foreign care-workers. This derives from not having 
enough time to learn Japanese and prepare for the exam. From the perspective of Filipino candi-
dates, it is difficult to reduce working hours since they have families waiting for remittances 
from Japan back home, as well as the need to learn practical knowledge through work. However, 
the tasks they are conducting during the training are menial and a cause deskilling of among the 
Filipino nurses. Another problem, from the perspective of accepting care facilities, is increasing 
financial burdens of accepting the candidates, which make those facilities more reluctant to ac-
cept more candidates. These two problems – low passing rates and less care facilities that accept 
candidates, coupled with the deskilling issue- threaten the fulfillment of the purpose of the EPA 
plan, on all levels. 
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Furthermore, some inherent contradictions in the programmes cause additional trouble: too much 
intervention form the Japanese government – in the form of excessive measures against the for-
mation of a dual labor market, regulations on the acceptance of candidates by care-work facilities, 
the requirements regarding the NBE. This is quite different from how GCC migration normally 
plays out, although the EPA has similar problems such as deskilling. For the individual migrants, 
this makes their migration to Japan a pointless undertaking, as there are other alternatives availa-
ble to them- alternatives where they stand a better chance of furthering their skills whilst still 
earning money for their families. 
Considering the above, the authors have therefore found it vital that the Japanese government 
and care-work sector reform the EPA programmes. Otherwise, the answer to the project’s main 
research question is no, the EPA programmes are not a suitable solution for Japan- or the nursing 
migrants. if reforms are not put into effect, the EPA programmes will end up as a very costly, 
very counterproductive, mistake.  
Perspective: Could the EPA programmes be used by other states? 
Japan is not the only state that faces problems brought on by changing demographics and low 
birth-rates with regards to providing its citizens with welfare and health services. Many Europe-
an states, such as Denmark for example, are expecting to face similar problems in the future. 
Therefore, using Denmark as our example, this section briefly discussions the application of an 
EPA programme-style solution in states other than Japan. 
Considering the apparent advantages of the EPA programmes used by Japan, one might ask 
whether other states might make use of a similar system. For instance, Denmark has highly regu-
lated migration policies, so it is clear that the Danish state values having a great deal of control 
over migration in Denmark. The EPA programmes’ state-run migration schemes might therefore 
be very suitable for a state such as Denmark. Furthermore, migrant workers in construction com-
ing in from Eastern Europe have often led to debates about salary cuts and the formation of a 
dual labor market in Denmark. An EPA style scheme might help prevent such problems from 
arising with the state, rather than brokers, running the system. This is not because Denmark lacks 
any legislation to prevent dual labor market formation- it actually does have laws stating that 
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foreign migrant workers must be paid a salary equal to that of their Danish counterparts and 
work in conditions deemed suitable and safe for them as well. Such legislation is unfortunately 
not always respected by brokers and employers alike however- as is the case in Japan as well. By 
having the state play a larger role, such problems might be alleviated. The most striking feature 
of the Japanese EPA programmes however, the granting of permanent working permits, would 
be somewhat difficult to imagine in the current Danish political climate. Many would likely ar-
gue that Denmark would be far better off finding ways of giving the Danes themselves greater 
incentives for filling out missing positions in the care-work sector. The cost of an EPA program 
would likely also be criticized strongly, considering how the changes in demographics that this 
hypothetical scenario deals with would put serious strain on the Danish welfare system. On the 
other hand, many Japanese would likely have had the same criticisms about such a thing occur-
ring in Japan a few years back, so it is certainly possible that Denmark, or another state in a simi-
lar situation as that faced by Japan now, may be willing to change its policies out of sheer need. 
If this happens, the Japanese EPA programmes and the experiences of the Philippine nurses that 
participated in them may prove to be useful for such a state. Ultimately though, it will of course 
be up to them whether they agree that an EPA-style solution is a good choice. 
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